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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 

Usually, | try to keep all things as historically accurate as possible, regardless of whether the story takes 
place in 1986 or 2481 [as is the case here]. However, this time around | took a few liberties. Phil and Rick are 
the ages they would be in 198l, but Phil looks more as he did in 199I. Also, space behaves a bit differently than 
usual in this world; nebulae and other star formations act like both gas [which is what they are] and water 


[which is what they\'re not]. Everything else--| hope--should be pretty straightforward. 


Warm and heartfelt thank yous to Hank and Mad Andy for their comments, support, editing, and weathering my 
attacks of despair at whether this would ever see the light of day or not. 


248] AD 


Pink and purple dust clouds swirled with infinite patience outside the ship. They seemed to stretch, moving at 
an agonizingly slow pace, leaving silvery blue ghosts in their wake. The Grohl Cluster, Phil reckoned, if his old 
charts could be trusted. What remained of it, anyway; he had been told several parts of it were already toying 
with shrinking into protostars. The soft, silver glow of clustered star matter mingled with the red emergency 


lights that ran along the sides of the cockpit, shrouding the interior in stark shadows and twisted angles. The 
lights had only sputtered to life a few minutes ago, as the ship finally sagged to a complete standstill. She 
would start drifting soon enough. Phil hoped to God she would bump against some asteroid, maybe some large, 
clunky debris left behind from an ill-fated scientific expedition Anything would be preferable to floating 
aimlessly until the gravitational pull of some planet caught her and dragged them both down into fiery death. 


That last option seemed the most likely. Not a comforting thought, that. 


Phil crawled out on his back from underneath the control board, where hopeless gazing at his fried navigation 
system had given way to the forlorn observation of the Grohl Cluster as it meandered by outside. Staring at 
the damage wasn't doing it any good. Normally, the ship herself would begin repairs, dimming the lights in the 
cockpit as whirrs and bleeps and hissing noises hummed along the machinery. Whatever had fried the 
navigation system, though, had pretty much taken everything else as well 


One small mercy: Artificial gravity seemed to have survived unscathed. It could go at any minute. Everything 
he owned-currently littering the cockpit and the hall outside-would wind up on the ceiling and floating down the 
length of the ship. 


"Brilliant," Phil muttered. "Bloody brilliant.” 


He bumped his way across the cockpit, pushing aside his pilot's chair and ducking his head beneath the low 
entrance as he stepped down into the cramped, dark hall beyond. Storage and cargo compartments lined the 
walls, peeling labels identifying what was supposed to be inside, last time he had bothered to check: Spare ship 
parts (none of which-he'd found-were useful in this situation), extra ammunition, inspection results, ID papers, 
various licenses and clearance tags, a month's worth of dirty laundry. An old, battered denim jacket hung on a 
hook he had screwed into a supply closet, a pack of chewing gum jammed into the front pocket. He stood 
before the supply closet and pulled out a stick of gum, folding it down the middle before he popped it into his 
mouth and balled up the silver wrapper. He kicked at the door and heard the lock click out of place. With a 
rusted creak, the door swung halfway open. 


"You can come outta there," Phil said. 


A pair of light brown eyes peered out at him from the darkness. Bushy brown curls followed as the boy 


crawled forward. 


He didn't look all that surprised at having been found out, Phil noticed. He stepped back, transferring his gum 
from molar to molar as the boy shook his right foot free from a tower of soiled jeans and T-shirts, ran a 
hand through his hair, and finally stood. He slapped dust off the knees of his jeans, keeping his eyes locked 


firmly on the floor, rounded shoulders alternating between slumping and straightening in resolve. 
"Jupiter?" Phil asked. 


It was a while before the boy answered. He coughed, his eyes roving across the floor and down the hall, drawn 


to the faint red glow of the cockpit. "Callisto," he murmured. "Off Jupiter. You, um, docked there and went into 
Mitali's and, erm, there was this one loose bolt near the back and-" 


"Jesus." 


The boy cringed and fell silent, running the tip of one scuffed, green trainer along the floor. He looked no older 
than sixteen. He wore a frayed, white T-shirt, a denim jacket. A khaki duffel bag hung off his left shoulder. It 
looked mostly empty. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph This was all he needed. 


Phil chewed down a sigh, his gum quickly losing its flavour. "Aye, well, listen. You up and picked the wrong ship 
to stow away on, right? My navigation system went bottoms up not fifteen minutes ago. You'll have noticed 


we're not moving." 


He waited for a nod of acknowledgement before drawing a deep breath. Now that it was time to admit the 
seriousness of the situation, he was almost glad he had to deliver the speech to a scrawny stow away and not 
merely to himself. It made everything seem less dire somehow, almost comical. He very much doubted the boy 


would find it very funny. 


I'm not all that certain | can fix whatever's broken. There's a great chance we'll simply drift along, helpless as 
you please, before we're pulled into whatever gravitational field we happen upon first and are sucked down and 


then." He let his voice trail out menacingly, all cocky syllables up next to the cold knots in his stomach. 
"So we're going to die..2" 
God, he wished the boy had reacted in some other way. 


"Yeah," Phil said at length. “There's a high probability that we won't make it” Then, in what he hoped were 
gruff yet soothing tones. "I'm sorry, lad" 


"W-what's wrong with the ship?" 


Phil pulled out his gum and rolled it between thumb and index finger. It snapped and popped against the skin of 
his fingertips. "The navigation system seems to have burned out. That was pretty bad by itself, being as I've 
never crossed this particular stretch of the galaxy at anything less than light speed and therefore know fuck- 
all about getting out of here, but," he popped the gum back into his mouth and stuffed his hands into the 


pockets of his pants, "as | said, about fifteen minutes ago everything just shut down" 
"Fluctuation" 


"Wot..?" 


The boy was making his way down the hall, arms stretched out to either side as he worked the worse of the 
cramps out of his legs. He tossed his words out over his shoulder, his voice deeper than Phil had supposed it 


to be until then. "There's a fancier term, but that's what Daa calls it. How many things were you running when 
the navigation system died out?" 


Phil scratched the back of his head, alternately smoothing out and spiking up his short, blond hair. He followed 
the boy into the cockpit, self-consciously kicking aside a stack of magazines and cheap paperbacks he had left 
by the entrance. "Things..? Erm, well, there was the old transistor, picking up news and whatnot. | had 

diagnostics running, the fan, was brewing a bit'a tea. | might've loaded and set the washer spinning, now | think 


on it. Not many ships have the luxury of a washer unit, you know." 


A grunt came from beneath the control board. The boy's legs were poking out, knees knocking together as he 
peered up at the navigation system's box. "All that, huh?" he mused. He tapped at the box, hooking his index 
finger around a tangle of green and red and yellow wires, his lower lip drawn under his teeth. He chewed on it 
for a while, lost in thought, then wriggled his way out from below the controls. 


"Your ship's not very bright," he said. Phil bristled, his mouth working its way through a heated retort, but 
the boy sidestepped his indignation. "In order to supply power to your washer unit, transistor, portable stove- 
for that bit'a tea-and fan, it fluctuated energy from one to the next. Then it decided to add to the flow by 
feeding them all power from your control board. Not a very smart thing to do, but there you have it” 


"So, basically..?" 
"You overtaxed your energy source." 


Phil opened and closed his mouth. Almost without thinking, he reached out and removed the teakettle from the 
portable stove he had hooked up to the left of the controls. He fingered the handle as he looked down at the 
boy, feeling all of stupid. 


"So..?" he managed to say. 


"Reroute a few of these things here, give it a few hours, and you should be all right" Phil was certain that a 
great deal of sheepish hope had written itself out on his own face, because the boy grinned and said, "Yeah, | 
can do that for you. I'll even do it free of charge." He pointed at a patchy looking canvas bag tossed on the co- 
pilots chair. "Pass me those tools and show me where this tangle of wires here is supposed to lead to." 


Chapter Two 


Author's Notes: 
The idea for Trucks as spaceships comes from Margaret Weis\'s Star of the Guardians trilogy, where TRUCs 
are piloted 


"Don't suppose you've got a name, then?" Phil said. 


A grunt rang out, followed by the deep rip of duct tape. "I've got three, actually," the boy said. He held the 
ends of two wires together between index and middle finger, carefully applying a length of duct tape below the 
touching ends to secure them in place, then twisting the copper tips together. "Richard, John, and Cyril. I've 


even got a surname: Allen 


He held out his left hand, never taking his eyes from the sea of cables above his head. It poked out from 
beneath the control board, dirt under the fingernails and an adhesive bandage around the index finger. Phil 


shook his hand once before it was pulled away again to resume ripping out duct tape. 


The teakettle, now set atop an old propane gas stove Phil had dug out from storage, began to whistle, a jet of 
steam shooting out toward the ceiling. Phil stood and set about preparing tea. He tapped at small doors set 
along the cockpit walls with his elbow, cracking them open to fish out tea bags and packets of powdered milk, 
cream, and sugar. All saved from restaurants. He really needed to get better supplies. He set a cup within the 


boy's reach-packets arranged around the saucer's rim-and dropped down on the pilot's chair. 
"So what should | call you?" 
"Rick's all right" 


Warmth made its way down Phil's throat as he sipped at his tea, leaning back in the chair. The ship was still 
drifting. Full power, Rick had said, would be back in about two hours; but Phil was no longer worried. His charts 
showed no planets in immediate proximity to the Grohl Cluster. They could afford to drift slowly for two 
hours, riding out electromagnetic currents and sipping tea. It was even relaxing, the red glow of the emergency 
lights standing in for a fire, his surroundings suspended in shadows, Rick humming to himself as he worked, one 


foot tapping at the floor. 


"How old is this ship?" Rick said. "She looks to be a ‘13. They had all sorts of problems with ‘13s, fluctuation 
being the least of your worries. Didn't they try to attach solar sails once? Some sort of prototype Mylar; 
burst into flames." His hand snaked out for the teacup. He gulped down most of the contents, plain. "About the 
only thing you could do with ‘13s was take the parts and soup up older models. Submergible, right?" 


Phil grinned. “It's a 14 model," he said. "Submergible, yeah. Me Dad's in mining proper, back at good ole Earth, 


but he knows these blokes as make a living diving along the outer rims. He got this Submergible off them 
cheap and-there you have it-my twentieth birthday present and I'm out making a living as a glorified delivery 
boy with a ship meant for greater things." 


"Delivery boy?" 


"Shipping." Phil shrugged. He stood and rummaged around an ice chest set by the door. He pulled out a can of 
lager and cracked open the tab, taking a deep gulp. “By all rights, | should have a Truck, but l'm pretty much 
employed by me Dad, so he let me have this one vanity." 


Rick had come out from beneath the control board. He wiped dust off his cheeks as he cocked his eyebrows at 
Phil. "So you're in the delivery business with a ship that lets you to take all sorts of shortcuts by diving right 
through ‘em?" He whistled, shaking his head. Fishing out a small, handheld welder and a pair of goggles from 
Phil's tool bag, he leaned back to resume his work. "You lucky bastard. Trucks are pretty clunky ships. Not 


exactly built for speed, are they? Bet you have a few Trucker enemies.’ 


Phil drained the lager and tossed the can into a pile by the corner. "It's a living," he said, dredging up as much 


enthusiasm as he could He drew out another lager and crouched down next to Rick's feet. 


"What ‘bout you? Don't suppose you're gonna tell me why you stowed away on my ship? As lucky as it 


might've been, my arse'll still be in trouble for it once and if manage to dock and deliver my shipment." 


No answer came. The short, snapping bursts of the handheld welder were the only sound. After a while, Phil 
took a slow drink and sat back on his haunches. With every burst from the welder, Rick's face was illuminated. 
He had pulled the goggles over his eyes, obscuring them, but Phil could see the grim set of his lips. His 
knuckles were white, gripping the tool tightly, his entire body tense. Shutting Phil out. 


"Runaway?" Phil asked, not unkind 

It was a while before Rick answered. His words were clipped and flat, forced out through a tight jaw. 
"| failed my Technicity test! 

Phil frowned, puzzled He hadn't heard the word Technicity in years 


Technicists, once prized as the best engineers in the galaxy, had fallen into disrepute. The word along the 
interstellar highways was that it had been an elaborate hoax, that there was no such thing. Technicists claimed 
to be born with a gift for all technological arts: Building ships, fixing engines, perfecting existing systems and 
programmes. They could design and put together working spacecraft at six years of age, some claimed. Some 
cosmic legends suggested that they could mend broken machines simply by touching the outer casings. They 
could manipulate energy. They could speak to entities within machinery. They were machines. Phil had heard so 
many wild stories that he had always supposed it was a hoax. Those calling themselves Technicists were simply 


very good mechanics adept at fooling the easily duped. He took a quick gulp of lager and gazed quietly at Rick. 


"Doesn't mean much to you, does it?" Rick said at length. He shut off the welder and pushed the goggles up his 
forehead. When he spoke, it was in the quiet, emotionless tones of resignation. "I'm from Callisto. My 
grandfather was a Technicist. When Daa saw that | had a knack for taking apart the toaster and putting it back 
together at four, he was just.. Mum said he was so proud. So fucking proud, ‘cause he'd been born without 
Technicity. | grew up just counting down the days till | could take the test. It was all | could think of. Daa had to 
take me all the way to the capital to take it. It was a big deal. My town had maybe three hundred people in it. 
Most of them turned up at the shuttle station. Everyone was so fucking proud. And then." He shrugged, gazing 
up at the navigation system's box. "I failed the test" 


‘lm sorry." 
"Talented," Rick murmured, as if he hadn't heard Phil, "but he'll never be a Master." 


A heavy silence hung between them. It pushed against Phil's mind, his index finger drawing out useless circles 
around the mouth of his empty can. 


Rick picked up the welder and made his way out from beneath the controls. He pulled off the goggles and 
tossed them on the co-pilot's seat. Phil could feel his eyes on him, and he couldn't bring himself to look up. 


"Give it two hours," Rick said. "It might even be back before that, but don't hold your breath." 

"Hey, listen, kid." 

"l'Il be fine, right? You'll, what, make your delivery then bring me right back to Callisto? No big deal.” 

Phil rolled the can between his hands. He set it on the floor and rocked it in place with his middle finger. Buying 
time. Doing anything but looking up at Rick and having to see the betrayal and disappointment he was certain 
were in his eyes. There was nothing he could do, he told himself firmly. Harbouring a runaway was a serious 
offence. He could lose his ship, he could lose his license. The kid was so bloody young, they might even bang all 
sorts of nasty allegations out, drag his name through the mud, discredit his Dad's business. No, there was 
nothing he could do. The kid had parents, a good home. He had just done something stupid. He was, what, 
sixteen? Everything would be forgiven 

He looked up. 

"Look, | have to take you back" 

Rick shrugged. "Won't make much difference." 


"What do you mean by that?" 


"My parents are dead.” 


Chapter Three 


Faint blue light illuminated the cockpit, draining the colour from all the familiar objects around him. Power had 
leaped back on not one hour ago. The whirr of the navigation system had rung out, followed by the hum of the 
control board and an aborted gurgle from the rerouted washer unit outside in the hall. The portable stove had 
flickered back to life again as well, but Phil had unplugged it and opted to keep the propane model. 


He wasn't gonna take any chances. 

Dunking a tea bag into boiling water, he sat back on his chair, gazing out at bright, purple star matter as it 
drifted by. The navigation system had settled into its previously programmed course within minutes of coming 
back online: Argus 56, a remote, warehouse asteroid the size of a small moon. Even making full speed, he would 
be late with his delivery. 

Not that | don't have a pretty good reason to be late, he thought. 

Rick had departed for the shower, his duffel bag slung over his shoulder. Nothing more had been said about 
returning him to Callisto. The kid needed some time to think, straighten out a few things, settle into the idea of 
an uncertain future. Phil was more than willing to let him mull that out on their way to Argus 56. Once the 
shipment had been delivered, though... 

Well, Phil hadn't thought that far. He sipped his tea and kneaded his temple. 

Steve, he thought. What would you have done? 

He turned his gaze to the printout of a digital photo taped to the wall. The borders had curled inward, the ink 
running in places where coughs from the teakettle had struck it. Phil was in the photo, his arms slung around 
two men. 


Joe and Steve. 


Joe with that ridiculous, shaggy mullet he insisted on wearing, and Steve with thin blond hair that always 
looked bed mussed. 


Joe, who was digging ore out at Mars at minimum wage and drawing logos for his own, future mining company. 


Steve, who had-that first year Phil had joined his dad's company at twenty-served as his co-pilot; sixteen and 


on a co-pilot's training license. 
Steve, who was dead. 


Phil's gaze slid off the photo. He knew what Steve would do. Steve would think the kid was bloody brilliant and 


to Hell with what trouble they could get into. He would arrange for fake ID, birth certificates, adoption papers. 
Anything that would make Rick theirs as long as the law was kept at bay. 


"Which would mean no more crazy stunts, Steve," Phil said. 
He could almost hear Steve's reply. "We'll see, mate. We'll see." 
Too bloody young. People weren't supposed to die at seventeen. 


Phil could see Steve's eyes, wide open and staring as his body reclined in the co-pilot's chair. Exactly where he 


had left him. 


The tea had grown cold. Phil stood and rinsed out the cup, shaking it dry below the sink Careful not to let any 
drops strike the photo of Joe and Steve. 


"IIl deal with this in my own way, then" 


* eK 


Steam billowed up the hall, a thin puddle of water seeping out from below the door that led to the bathroom. 
The bath closet, really. There was only space in the shower for one person, and that one person had to spend 
half the shower making sure his elbows didn't strike the walls too hard or knock over the metal caddy that 
held shampoo and soap. A sliver of floor wide enough for the door to open was the only other space in the 


room. 

Phil cracked open the door and peered inside. 

The shower curtain was drawn. Through the slit along the bottom, he could just make out the sharp 
protrusions of Rick's lower spine. The boy was sitting, letting the water run over him. Phil could see the bump 
along the curtain where it adhered to Rick's shoulders. 

He drew back. He hesitated a moment, then pulled the door back and forth as firmly as he could. The hinges 
creaked. Rick scrambled up. Phil heard a sniffle and a cough. It was a few seconds before Rick's voice rang out, 
nonchalant. 


"Yeah? l'm almost done.” 


Phil grinned, squeezing into the cramped room and closing the door behind him. Steam settled over his skin, 


moisture clinging to his pores. 


"Listen, kid, about your situation." 


"Haven't we discussed this enough?" 
"No. Maybe." Phil leaned against a wall. "I dunno. | just need to get a few things straight. So | can-" 
"Stop feeling so guilty?" 


Rick had drawn back the curtain, his hair a mass of dripping rivulets over his cheeks. He narrowed his eyes. 


Phil returned the gesture, folding his arms over his chest. 


"Not guilty, all right? Concerned. | mean, you've not got any family you can go to? Grandparents, uncles, 


brothers or sisters?" 


A few seconds ticked out before Rick shrugged. "Paternal grandmother, both maternal grandparents. Three 


uncles, one aunt. I've a few cousins out on lo. We dont get along." 


He reached for a towel and draped it over his shoulders, pulling the curtain back completely. He cocked his 


eyebrows at Phil, as if waiting for an inevitable answer. 
"Look, I'm sorry you don't like your life in Callisto," Phil said. "But the fact remains that it's a felony to harbour 
runaways. The most | can do is give you till we reach Argus 56 to decide on which relative's doorstep you'd 


prefer to show up at." To soften the words, he added, "Its gonna be a long trip." 


Rick pulled the towel off his shoulders and held it in his hands, running the frayed cotton under his fingers. 
When he looked up, there was almost something akin to hope in his eyes. 


"You won't report me to the Jupiter Sector Police?" 
Phil spread out his hands. "Hey, you're looking at the delivery boy with a Submergible.’ 


He watched, arms folded over his chest, as Rick mulled over what Phil was saying. Rick's eyes roved over the 


shower room, one arm rising to push back his sodden hair. His gaze came to rest on the showerhead. 
"How long will it take to reach Argus 56?" 
"Maybe twelve, fourteen hours, if we keep a steady pace." 


Rick nodded. He looked at Phil, a smile tugging at his lips. It lit up his eyes, making him look even younger. 


"Twelve whole hours?" 


Phil even pitied him. He wondered how sheltered this boy's life had been Callisto: A moon full of craters and 
miners and refineries. Rick wasn't the first and certainly wouldn't be the last to run away from that. Phil 
almost felt guilty, insisting he return to that place. 


But he had no need for a co-pilot. Co-pilots were a bloody emotional liability. 


He pushed away from the wall. "Well, then, and that's settled, innit? You tidy up and stow your stuff up at 
locker no. 4. You'll find it at the end of the hall. Itll be the only one not crammed with useless shite.” 


As Rick gathered up his damp clothes from the ground, Phil stood back, holding open the door. He rapped the 
boy's head affectionately as he all but bounced past him. Then, with a start, he checked his hand in midair, 


palm flat, measuring. He ran a straight line from the top of Rick's head to his own, then back again. 
"Bloody hell," he said "Where'd you get off being taller than me?" 
The boy grinned. "Its karma. Some Trucker jealous of your Submergible, broadcasting jinxes across the galaxy." 


"He'll have to do better‘an that," Phil grunted. 


* * * 


Rick towelled his hair dry and gazed in quiet fascination as Phil's fingers flew over the control board, pressing 
a button, pulling on a lever, cranking a knob. He saw him pick up a duct-taped wrench and strike at a box 


protruding to his left. A clank rang out, followed by a readout shivering to life, glowing red, then green 


Phil grinned. "Atta girl," he muttered under his breath. "Just get us to Argus 56 and it'll be a full-blown tune 
up for you and a pint of bitter for me, right?" 


The ship shuddered, a hiss coming from down the hall. 


"W-What was that?" Rick said. 


"Strap in," was Phil's distracted reply. He cranked a handle by his knees and flipped open a lid to reveal a small 
keyboard on the control board. He punched in a string of numbers and struck a key. Once done, he pointed at a 
thick, red cloud ahead of them. "See that dirty great mass up there? That's the Phineas Nebula Goes for 


miles. Now, if this were a Truck, what do you think we'd have to do?" 


Now securely strapped in, Rick decided odd hisses down the hall weren't much cause for alarm. Phil certainly 
didn't seem worried, and it was his Submergible after all. He peered ahead at the Phineas Nebula. Dense 
columns of dust billowed within it, its bright blue stars dyed purple as they were obscured. Rick imagined a 
Truck lumbering its way toward the nebula. "You'd have to go around," he said. "Only an idiot would attempt 
flying through that. Your visibility's shot” 


"Ex-fucking-actly," Phil said. "But we's not in a Truck, is we? We're in..?" 


Rick grinned. "A Submergible, sir." 
"Too right" 


Phil cranked the handle one more time, taking up the wrench and rapping smartly at the bolt at the handle's 
thickest end. It shuddered, then fell still. A shrill whistle came from down the hall, followed by a metallic groan. 
Rick felt an odd sort of shiver crawl up his legs and settle into his stomach. The entire cockpit shook and 
heaved, rattling his teeth. The nebula was growing closer. Closer. Within seconds, the window was engulfed in 
thick red smoke. It dyed the interior of the ship a sickly, ochre yellow. Phil was muttering under his breath, 
Rick could only make out a few words. Numbers. Phil was counting. When he reached fifteen he pulled back 
sharply on a lever and pushed a red button A hum began to build, clawing its way toward Rick's ears. He 
clapped his hands over them, cringing, as the hum grew into a deafening roar. 


"Is this gonna last long?" he hollered over the din. 
"Wait," Phil shouted back. 


A few seconds later, the red smoke was replaced by pulsing green webbing. It flickered and blinked, buzzing as 
it settled in place. The hum lowered in pitch, slowly, slowly, until it died down to a quiet whisper. 


Rick uncovered his ears and stared. "Wow," he breathed. 


Although dyed green and occasionally breaking up as the webbing fluctuated, he could now see the interior of 
the nebula clearly. Bright clouds of particles and star matter floated past the window, the stars a dim, green 
glow in the distance. It was like diving into murky water back home. Rick leaned forward, stretching out his 


hand. A black shape flittered across the ship's path, and Rick jerked back in alarm. 
"What the-!" 


"Don't worry ‘bout those," Phil said calmly. "They're called space fish, thanks to a particularly unimaginative 
team of scientists." The green webbing pulsed and stretched, then settled into a smooth, glassy consistency as 
Phil made adjustments. "They're harmless. We're actually more dangerous to them than they are to us. Quite 
tasty, really. I'll be popping the hatch open soon enough, see if any of the gits got caught in the propellers. You 


keen on fish?" 

Rick rubbed his belly. "I'm keen on anything.” 

Phil nodded, then fell silent. Rick didn't mind. He leaned back on his seat and gazed out the window in drowsy 
contentment. He was clean, comfortable, out of Callisto. Whatever happened, no one could ever take this 


moment away from him. 


"We should reach Argus 56 in about ten hours now," Phil said into the stillness. He slid his eyes toward Rick. 


"You can wander about the ship if you want to. This is right pretty now, but it's gonna get mighty boring 
after a while." 


"It beats the endless miles of craters at Callisto." 


They navigated in silence for a long while. Rick couldn't tell how much time was passing. His head was drooping 
against his chest, snapping up every couple of seconds. At the third snap, he realized Phil had somehow tuned 
in to a grainy music station An acoustic guitar played softly. It soothed him. He folded his legs up and twisted 
his hips till his head was on his shoulder, his arms wrapped around his knees. His eyelids were heavy, the 
cockpit blurring as he gave in to sleep. 


He was so tired. He just needed to catch a few- 

A jolt threw him awake. 

Beside him, Phil had grown tense, his mouth working over a sound of disbelief. Before Rick could ask what was 
wrong, knuckles white as he gripped the armrests, he felt something push hard against his chest. It travelled 
up his throat and lodged inside his head, pinning him to the back of the seat. 

"PULL YOUR NOSE UP, FUCKER!" 


"W-what..2" 


Phil finally found his voice. "Oh, shite," he breathed. He was looking at Rick, and Rick could see that Phil was 


relieved to know that, whoever or whatever was in his head, they could both hear it. 


Rick rose on his seat, craning his neck to get a good look outside the front: Dust clouds, stray particles, the 
blue glow of distant stars, the green tinge of the Submergible's webbing. Nothing else. 


"Where is he? There's nothing out there." 


Phil had turned to his controls, looking around in helpless, blind panic. The voice wasn't coming from the radio 
or the communication port. How was he supposed to respond? 


"How the fuck am l-" 


"That's pretty motherfucking good,” barked the voice. Rick almost got a sense of purposeful, animated 
movement. A fussy image was forming in his mind: The interior of a cockpit, dust clouding the window, Phil's 
ship emerging from the smoke. "Fuck," the voice breathed out. "You can see it." It rose, growing urgent. "Fuck it. 


Tell your friend to pull the fuck up! | can't move and- Oh, shit! Shi-" 


A violent, sickening crunch raced up Rick's chest, spilling out of his mouth as he was wrenched forward. He 


heard Phil curse, arms rising to cover his face as he was hurled against the control board, his seatbelt 


stretched as far as it could go. He tasted blood Appliances and trash and dirty laundry and spare parts shot 
toward them, smashing and clattering against the controls and their chairs and the window, skidding over the 
floor to strike against Rick's feet. The webbing shut down, ripping into a thousand pieces. 


It was replaced by a thick cloud of dark grey smoke. 

Phil's voice rose in a dumbfounded croak. "Did we hit-?" 

His words caught as a heavy thud rang out. The ship rocked in place. There was a brief moment of silence 
during which Rick's breath lodged painfully in his throat. Then, dull thumps began to make their way toward 
the window, coming over the hull, growing louder as the cockpit rattled. Rick gulped, unable to take his eyes 
away from the smoke. 

A large figure crouched down, one arm above its head where it rested along the top of Phils window. Bright, 
dark eyes bore into the back of Rick's skull a second before they flicked toward Phil and a voice tore across 


his mind. 


"You are in so much shit." 


Chapter Four 


Author's Notes: 

Ladies and gentlemen: Henry Rollins. Dutifully borrowed via the Muse Borrowing Committee from one Hank 
[UtR], he shall be joining us for the remainder of this voyage. Unlike Phil and Rick, Mr. Rollins is anachronistic. 
In reality, he\'s only one year older than Rick, but here he looks as he did in 1184, and is of indeterminate age. 
Ah, the wonders and freedom of AU. 


"Oh, wow." 
"Will you stop saying that?" 


Phil snapped open his safety belt in one angry jab, pushing off his seat. As it rocked in place, the seat cushion 
bumped against a helmet that had rolled into the cockpit. Phil snatched it up, his jaws clenched as he kicked 
aside debris. Rick heard him stomp his way out, a locker door banging open-metal against metal-as Phil pulled 
out his spacesuit. He flung all the pieces on the pilot's chair, keeping up a steady barrage of muttered curses 
as he stripped, then pulled on mesh underwear, the white, bulky spacesuit itself, heavy gravity boots. He pulled 
up one sleeve and strapped on a medical monitor. He only seemed to get angrier with every zipper he pulled up, 
every fastening he tightened, resorting to curses Rick had never even heard of as he yanked on his gloves and 


picked up the helmet 

"Stay here," he barked out, headed toward the exit hatch. 
es 

"Stay here! 


The hatch opened with a hiss and a creak, Phil's footsteps muffled thuds as he made his way up the ladder 


and clambered out. 


Rick moved up as far as he could along the control board, straining to see Phil's shape as it stepped out onto 
the hull. The ship rocked in place with every movement, tears and pops coming from the dented front where it 
was wedged against.. what? Rick couldn't make out a thing. He squinted across the thick, red dust of the 
nebula, but no matter how hard he strained his eyes, he could still only see Phil's ship. He cursed under his 
breath, dropping back down onto the co-pilots chair. 


He wanted to be out there so badly. 


A voice was coming up out of the dust, muffled, as if rising from below the ground. It sounded thinner, 
younger than the voice he had heard in his head. It snapped out as Phil's awkward, bulky shape came into view. 


"What the fuck did you think you were doing!” 


Rick could make out the speaker now. He was wearing a bright yellow spacesuit, a black helmet obscuring his 
features momentarily as the visor reflected the light of the stars. His suit, unlike Phil's, followed the contours 
of his body, hugging a wide, muscular frame and allowing him to move without the jerky, wobbling steps Phil 
was taking. The man was walking toward their ship, head lowered, shoulders raised, looking for all the world as 


if he meant to tear Phil limb from limb. 
He was walking on air. 


Not floating or gliding, suspended in space and struggling to keep upright. He was taking full, measured steps. 
They rang out as he advanced, his feet dragging slightly as his gravity boots adhered to.. thin air? Rick stared. 


He pushed out of the co-pilots chair and made his way toward the lockers along the hall. He banged on each 
one, the doors swinging open, until he found the spacesuits. He snatched up one and let it drop on the floor. As 
he stripped, he walked himself mentally through everything he had seen Phil do. Mesh underwear, suit, boots, 
medical monitors. He hesitated as he stared down at dozens of zippers and straps. He zippered everything 
closed and tightened every strap, hoping he'd done it right. He picked up a helmet and made his way toward the 
hatch. 


The sight of it checked him in place. He had no idea how to open it. He grasped the sides of the ladder and 
made his way up, one gloved hand reaching out to run across the metal cover. A voice in the back of his head 
stirred. Take off your gloves. He pulled one off with his teeth, then pressed the palm of his hand flat against 
the smooth, cold metal of the hatch. His hand seemed to move of its own accord, sliding across to the lock, 
punching in codes he forgot seconds later, guiding him through the motions of opening the latch. His breath 
caught in his throat, teeth clenched in anticipation as he heard a sharp, satisfying creak, then a hiss. 


"How did |..2" 


His thoughts scattered as he pushed himself outside the ship, his feet slipping along the ladder rungs. He 
gasped. Panic rose in his gut as he realized that he had no idea how to turn on his oxygen supply. Useless, 
gloved fingers fluttered across the front of the suit, searching with no clear idea of what they were looking 
for. A drinking bag pressed against his cheek, crushed between his hair and the padded interior of the helmet. 


He flailed, arms shooting out to grasp the edges of the hatch. His head was throbbing, his mouth dry with 
shame as he struggled to push himself back down into the ship. 


Idiot. Idiot. Idiot. Id- 


Strong hands hooked themselves below his armpits, and he was hauled up unceremoniously. Bright yellow filled 
his vision as he felt something tug at the front of his suit. The next instant, oxygen was flowing into his lungs. 
He sucked it in hungrily, gasping, sagging in relief. 


"Stupid idea," a voice said into his head, "but I'm willing to bet you're not gonna climb back down into that ship 
without a fight, and I've got my hands pretty full at the moment." 


With that, the voice was gone, replaced by the thinner version Rick knew was coming from the man in the 


yellow spacesuit. 
"Didn't you hear me when | told you to pull the fuck up!" 


Phil was shouting, his face red and pinched behind his helmet. "You were talking into my bloody head This 
might be news to you, arsehole, but that tends to freak people out! Besides, what kind of an idiot parks a ship 
in the middle of a nebula with the cloaking shields up!? " 


"They broke downl" The man had drawn closer to Phil, his hands jabbing at the air as he spoke. "I was sitting 
there, trying to figure out what to do, allowing myself a little nap ‘cause | figured, hey, what are the chances 
anyone's gonna come through fucking, oatmeal thick, polluted Phineas Nebula, right? Fucking wrong huh? 
Someone not only comes up, they come diving right through!" He held up a finger, his head cocked to the side. 
"Which, | might add, is motherfucking illegal." 


Phil spluttered. He wobbled back on unsteady feet, glaring. 

Rick didn't know whether to laugh or dive back into the ship. He manoeuvred his way into a sitting position 
along Phil's hull. The spacesuit made him feel like a balloon, movement alien and spongy as he tried to reconcile 
himself to the fact that he couldn't really touch anything with the suit on. He grasped the edges of the 
window shield to keep his balance, his breath bouncing around his ears as he drew in and exhaled oxygen. 


"So what are you going to do?" Phil said hotly. 


The man backed away from Phil and thumped across the hull. Rick couldn't help but gasp as he began to walk 
on air again. On his cloaked ship, Rick knew. The sight still made him stare. 


‘lm gonna do several things," the man called out across his shoulder. "Being as we've pretty much established 
that this whole thing was just some fucked up accident, you'll be glad to know none of them include calling in 
the police. The pigs'll just have to sit on their fat asses while we deal with this." 

As he spoke, he twisted his hands in the air, shoulders jerking as he opened his ship's hatch. Rick almost forgot 
to pull in oxygen as he watched the man’s legs, then his thighs, torso, and shoulders disappear down the 
opening. It was surreal. His head turned in Rick's direction, and Rick could've sworn he saw him wink. 


Then, he was gone. 


Phil had made his way to Rick's side. He looked down at him, his face grim and stern 


"I told you to stay inside the ship." 
"| wanted to-" 


"| don't wanna hear it," Phil said. "You've been incredibly lucky this far, but if there's one thing you gotta learn 
about space, it's this: You look after yourself. You don't depend on others. Right?" 


Rick was expected to answer. He found himself slumping inside the spacesuit, shoulders rising as his head 


dropped, lips pulled into a pout. It was childish and petulant and he could feel shame biting at his cheeks, but 
his heart was hammering in his chest, pumping heat along his veins and his clenched fists. His mouth wouldn't 


work 
"Right?" Phil repeated, an edge creeping into his voice. 
Rick glared down at his feet. 


"Yes, sir." 


Chapter Five 


Rick watched in silence as the man in the yellow spacesuit clomped, thudded, and thumped his way from his 

invisible, cloaked hull to Phil's and back. He seemed to be measuring out the length between and around them, 
squatting to run a gloved finger along the grooves and dips along Phil's dented ship. He would disappear down 

the hatch of his ship for a stretch, then reappear with odd bits and pieces in his hands. 


Earlier, the man had appraised Phil from head to toe in one wary, narrow-eyed look. He stuck out a hand, 


shaking Phil's in one sharp, downward movement. 


‘Is gonna take a while to assess all the damage and be on our way, so we might as well have something to 


call ourselves. | call myself Henry, and you're more than welcome to call me that as well Last name is Rollins, 


if you're into that kinda thing.’ 


Phil had identified himself as a rather stiff, putout Philip Kenneth Collen, each syllable sounding more British 
than the last. He had introduced Rick merely by his first name. Henry cocked his eyebrows at that, but said 
nothing. 


Although still visibly pissed, Phil had not made Rick return inside the ship. He sat atop the cockpit area now, 
legs crossed as he took measured sips of water from his helmet and followed Henry with his eyes as he 
gathered what looked like long, metal pipes and sticks. He threw them on the hull of his ship, where they 
seemed to float, catching the light of the stars as the Phineas Nebula deepened from red to purple 


"Have you got an anchor?" Henry asked Phil, screwing together two of the metal pipes. The pinched, 
embarrassed look on Phil's face was answer enough. Henry grunted. "Yeah, well, no biggie. My ship's anchored. 


Ill toss some grappling hooks out to yours." 


Rick gazed down at Henry's anchor stone-glinting a dull pink far below them as it hung on its thick, rusted 
chain, the only part of the ship not cloaked-as Henry set about attaching the grappling hooks to the sides of 
Phil's ship. Once done, he stood on his hull, one foot wedged against Phil's smashed front. He took a deep breath 
and pushed. With a deafening, metallic groan, Phil's ship broke free, floating back a few paces before the chains 
of the grappling hooks grew taut and the ship was anchored. 


Phil made a strange noise in the back of his throat and climbed down into the cockpit. Rick saw him once, 


setting (more like slamming down, really) the teakettle on the propane stove, before he disappeared from view. 


Henry rubbed his gloved palms together, tossing Rick a sudden grin. On him, the gesture almost hummed with 
coiled electricity. "Now for some relief from these fucking suits, eh?" 


The metal pipes and sticks, it turned out, connected to form what looked like an unsteady, flimsy metal 
framework. Henry spread it out above him, starting off at the left and right sides of where Rick supposed the 
back of his ship was. More pieces were added as Henry slowly covered the area above them, climbing over 


Phil's ship to hook two of the framework's ends to both sides of its back. Rick looked up as far as he could 
with the helmet on. It wasn't very far, but what little he could see of the framework didn't look very sturdy 
at all. 


"What is this thing?" he asked. 


Henry was rolling a large, metal ring over his hull. He stood it up and began hooking thin silver rods along small 
openings that ran all around it. "An oxygen shelter," he grunted, heaving the metal ring toward one of the open 
spaces along the framework's bottom. He lifted the ring and slipped the bent ends of the rods into hooks. The 


ring seemed impossibly heavy for them, but, once in place, it straightened out, seeming to hover in place. 
"Where did you get something like that?" Rick breathed, awed in spite of himself. 


"Long story," Henry said. "The short version is that | was out on Pluto and so was this old man from Earth 
who died and left me his ship because I'd actually listened to his stories. He called me son and told me all of his 
own sons were dead and that | could have the ship. The ship-cloaked at the moment-is right below my feet, 


and this oxygen shelter was in one of the storage compartments." 


As he spoke, his hand moved purposefully across the empty air, and Rick could see he was opening some sort 
of door located at the back of his ship, outside the framework. He pulled out a long, squishy length of yellow 
hose, which he fitted around the metal ring. He motioned for Rick to join him as he secured the hose and 
crawled back to where it protruded, almost comically, out of nothing. Rick crawled on hands and knees, not 
trusting himself to walk upright in his bloody trash bag of a spacesuit. Henry watched him approach with an 
odd look on his face. It even bordered on excitement. His fingers moved, typing out a code, and the hose 


plumped out. 


"Once this shit here's done," he said, "you'll see this iridescent tent. Really cool shit. Pure oxygen inside. It's like 
standing in a forest. It is so fucking cool. It even generates its own artificial gravity. No more clomping around 


in those damn heavy boots of yours, right? | thank that old man every single day of my life for this." 


Rick gazed down at the nothingness the hose was coming out of, and he frowned. He looked up at Henry. "How 
can you tell where everything is? D'you fly around cloaked all the time?" 


"Another long story" 

Henry stood, motioning for Rick to follow with a cock of his head. Rick felt ungainly as he walked behind him, 
tottering in his bulky white suit. Henry moved with ease, even with gravity boots and a thick black helmet 
cutting off peripheral vision. He chuckled as Rick started, momentarily loosing his balance as he looked down and 


saw his own feet hovering over stars and pink dust clouds. 


"Here," Henry said. 


A blurred image pushed its way toward the front of Rick's mind. A battered, grey ship. A hull, scratched and 
dented. There was an open hatch further along, and Rick groped for it. His fingers closed around it. In his 
surprise, he drew back. The hatch and the hull disappeared. Only the opening remained, warm, golden light 
dyeing the entry and exit ladder a muted orange. 


Henry stood below, grinning up at him. "Find your way OK?" He moved away from Rick's sight, his hands rising 
to dip below his helmet. "Close the hatch behind you." 


"How did you do that?" Rick said, climbing down. 


He pulled off his helmet and took a deep, grateful lungful of air. Even cabin air was better than the moisture 
heavy, recycled oxygen in the helmet. 


As he rounded the corner, he saw Henry bending over his control board, pulling out what looked like a battered 
owner's manual. Long, curly black hair had been pulled into a loose ponytail, a few strands standing out from 
where they had been crushed against the helmet. Rick could just make out thick dark eyebrows, a strong jaw, 
a muscle twitching as Henry bit the inside of his lip, reading from the manual. The lights from the control 
panel played across his neck as he bent his head, trailing down into shadow and that yellow spacesuit. 


When he turned, Rick found himself stepping back, bumping against the far wall. He forced words out of his 


mouth. 
"Have you figured out what's wrong with the cloaking system?" 


Henry shook his head no once, tapping the owner's manual against his temple. "Not a clue. I've gone through 
every single troubleshoot in here. I've run diagnostics, rebooted the entire system, cleaned some shit out, 
banged the walls, ran around screaming, took a nap, got myself involved in a head-on collision. Nothing seems to 


budge the fucker." 


Rick swallowed. "Can | have a look, then?" 


* eK 


Outside, the Phineas Nebula spun within itself, lightening from purple to deep blues. Columns of red dust 
streaked out further above, silent, immense. Inside the shelter, no dust remained. A few particles drifted by, 
but nothing bigger than a fingernail. Around and above him, the space was clear and wide and blessedly clean 


and it was all Phil could do not to breathe out, "Wow." He wasn't gonna dignify that Rollins bloke with that 


reaction, even if the man was inside his own ship, and unable to see or hear him. 


Phil pulled off his helmet and held it in his hands, breathing in fresh oxygen for what seemed like the first 


time in years. 


"Bloody hell. Spend enough time breathing cabin air, and you ruddy well forget how good this feels." 
A shiver to his left caught his attention 


The empty space where Rollins's ship should be began to fold and stretch at the same time, distant stars 
breaking up and finally disappearing as a blurred, grey shape took their place. It coughed into existence, bit by 
bit: Thrusters, a battered hatch, a door with peeling red paint. The hull unfurled with a forward heave, sending 
Phil scrambling as it banged against his ship. He was knocked off his feet. His helmet rolled across the hull and 
bounced off the twisted metal at the front. It rose in the air, suspended for a few seconds, before it struck 


the grey, shabby hull of Rollins's ship. 
Phil was still staring as the hatch popped open and Rollins pushed himself out, whooping. 


"Fuck this!" he cried out, punching the air. He pointed at Phil, grinning fit to burst. "And fuck you, motherfucker! 
You had a fucking Technicis This is so fucking-" He drew in a deep breath and ran his hands through his hair, 
pulling it loose from its ponytail. "Something is finally going right," he murmured. Then he broke into a grin 


"Fuck this, | can see my motherfuckin’ ship again!" 


Behind him, Rick's head could be seen peeking out from inside the hatch. A wide smile ran from one side of his 
mouth to the other. Not a cocky grin, not a smirk, nothing self-conscious about it. A genuine smile, all teeth 
and eyes lit up. He looked so proud, so unbelievably happy. He caught Phil's eyes and waved. Phil returned the 


gesture in a haze. 
"W-what was wrong with your cloaking system, then?" he managed to say, turning toward Rollins. 
For an answer, Rollins pressed a small piece of glass into Phil's palm. 


"Is always the unexpected answer," he said. "The one you overlook because you'd never in a million years 
guess what it was. Fucking broken glass. Figure that." 


Phil turned it around in his palm. It caught the silver light of space and glinted. "What..?" he murmured. 


"It was stuck inside the cloaking device," Rick said, coming up beside him. He had removed his spacesuit. In its 
place there was now a pair of baggy, khaki pants, cinched at the waist with a belt, pale skin peeking out 
through gaps in the folds. The sleeves of a creased white T-shirt pooled around his elbows, the front knotted 
to keep it from trailing down like some child's sleeping gown. He was barefoot, his feet an unnatural white 
against Rollins's grime coated hull. Dirt and oil streaked his face and hands, running along the front of the T- 
shirt. A brief, sharp image of Rick changing in front of Rollins raced across Phil's mind. He pushed it away in 
guilt and panic. 


"| dunno how to explain it," Rick was saying, "but it was blocking the, um.." He struggled for words. "The cloaking 
command? It never shut down because the machine never got the message to shut down" 


"Wait a minute," Phil said, looking up sharply. "In order for that to happen, this had to ‘ave been wedged deep 
inside that machine. How'd you get it out?" 


"Well, as you can see," Rick stretched out his oil smeared T-shirt, "I crawled in as far as | could go, for one." 


Rollins grunted. "The kid's a fucking Technicist. You knew that, right? He pulled the damn glass shard out. And | 
don't mean he reached in. It just came out. Right through the casings.” He looked down at Rick, an odd, 


searching expression on his face. "He says he's got no idea how he did it” 


Rick shrugged, ducking his head so his curls obscured his face. He stuffed his hands into his pants and seemed 
embarrassed by the praise and attention, but Phil could see a proud grin on his lips. Rick coughed and ran the 


tip of his toe along Rollins's grey, dirty hull. 
"So. What now?" 


A sharp snap rang out, making Phil jump. He glared at a grinning Rollins as the man unfolded what looked like an 
empty picture frame. Phil made up his mind there and then to stop at a technology shop once this was all 
over. Stock up on interesting looking devices he could annoy others with: An oxygen shelter, a portable read- 
out screen. Anything Rollins could get his obviously underpaid if not downright unemployed hands on, Phil could 


too. 


Heavy footfalls rang out as Rollins made his way toward the front of his hull, bending down to run the screen 
over the damage. He held it out like a prospector panning for gold, brows knitted together as figures flashed 
and disappeared across the holographic display, echoed across his face. 


Rick crouched down next to him. Rollins turned his head, but never took his eyes from the read-out. 
"Any of this mean anything to you?" 


He passed the read-out screen to Rick. The boy's brow furrowed in concentration, eyes darting left and right 
as he struggled to keep up with the device's rapid-fire results. Phil could see frustration building along his 
frame, his shoulders stiff and his jaw clenched. He lowered the read-out and pushed out a breath. 


Before either Phil or Rollins could say anything, he had crawled forward along the hull. He pressed his palms 
against it and began to run them across the surface. Phil saw his lips move, muttered phrases lost in the 
space between them. He made his way carefully along the hull, feeling his way. He would stop, turn back, run 
his palms over a particular spot, frown, move on. He kept returning to a place just behind a large bump. He 


tapped at it with his index finger, looking around at nothing in particular. 


Rollins had drawn back to stand next to Phil. Looking up at him, Phil saw a strange light in his eyes. It made 
him uneasy. He shifted on his feet, hugging his stomach as he looked out across at Rick. 


The boy was sliding his fingers below a crack along the hull's edge. He frowned, as if he had expected 
something to happen, but nothing had. He muttered, and Phil caught the words "wont work, will it?" He dipped 
his fingers in further, grunting as he all but hung down the side of the ship, prodding, searching. 


Rollins came up next to Rick. Without saying a word to the boy, he slid his palm beneath the crack, head 
jerking as his arm wrenched on something, then released it. An odd pop rang out. The hull sprung up a few 


inches. 


"You guys had nothing to do with that, by the way," Rollins said, wiping his palm clean across his spacesuit. "H's 
been like that for years." 


A distracted cheers was all the response he got from Rick. Rollins didn't seem to mind at all, merely folding his 
arms over his chest as he made his way back to Phil's side. The strange light had returned to his eyes, the 
rest of his face expressionless. He followed every move Rick made-pushing open the hull, sliding his hands in 
between the machinery inside, his frown deepening as he became fully immersed in what he was doing, gears 
spinning out in the back of his mind-and Phil was startled to realize what the look was. 

It was hunger, a desire and an interest that went beyond mere appreciation. 

The silence around them grew oppressive, pressing down on Phil. It crawled up his spine and seeped into his 


blood, his mouth growing dry. His heart thudded against his ribcage. He shifted. He had to, needed to get that 


look out of Rollins's eyes. 

"What's it on about, then?" he called out. 

His voice hung between them, shrill and unnatural. Much to loud 

He almost sagged with relief as Rick pulled a face that hovered between a smile and a grimace. "Well, you didn't 
bang up his engine too badly, but you've done a pretty good number on his fan belts and he won't be enjoying 
the luxury of wiper fluid in a while" He looked at Rollins. "Your battery's a right piece of shite, did y'know 
that?" 

| had my suspicions," Rollins said. 

The hunger was gone from his eyes, replaced by a sense of some private joke he shared with Rick. It irked 
Phil. Rollins made as if to move toward the boy, but Phil stepped forward first. 

"Let's see ‘bout me own damage, eh kid?" 


All he could feel was the wide space behind his back, Rollins's presence trailing along his nerves. 


It was smiling. 


Chapter Six 


Author's Notes: 
All tattoos mentioned are real. Everything else remains fiction. Well, the grey T-shirt is probably real too. 


Rick sat with his back to Henry. A leather tool belt was spread out between them, screwdrivers and wrenches 
and even a dented hammer littering the hull of Phil's ship. Henry had been working on his ship for a good hour 
now, using Phil's as a workbench, unscrewing and pulling out broken pieces and inserting replacements. He would 
drop down into his cockpit (awed, Rick had tried to imitate him, and had crashed down in an untidy heap), then 
return with a bundle of mixed spare parts, rummaging through them till he found what he needed. He had 
taken one good look at Phil's front and handed Rick a hammer. 


"See if you can bang that into shape. Submergibles still have their engines at the back?" When Rick nodded, 
Henry told him to hammer away with gusto. "Nothing to harm but the paintjob." 


Rick rolled up the sleeves of his T-shirt as far as they would go, drawing a hand over his brow. The air was 
cool inside the oxygen shelter, but the work was hard going: Hammering, arms rising and falling, his shoulder 
blades protesting after a full hour of straining back and forth, the muscles along his arms shivering under his 
body's heat. Beads of sweat dotted his brow. They trailed down his neck, pooling beneath his shirt and along his 
lower back. He pushed back his hair, wishing he had something to tie it with, and threw Henry a quizzical look. 


The man still wore his yellow spacesuit. 
"How can you work in that thing?" 


As his answer, Henry zippered down the front and pulled on a red tab set inside the suit. It began to sag, 
sighing as it loosened and hung in folds over Henry's body. He rotated his shoulders, working out a few kinks, 
then shrugged off the top, pulling his arms out from the sleeves. He knotted them around his waist and 


resumed working. 


Rick stared. Tattoos ran all the way down Henry's arms, some obscured beneath the plain grey T-shirt he 
wore. The designs stretched as he moved, intent on his repairs. Rick could just make out what looked like a 
flowering vine, a skull, words he couldn't read, a row of small, black rectangles. They settled deep within Henry's 
skin, trailing out across hair and the sharp outline of muscles and along dead skin cells. Rick looked down at his 


own arms. Pale. Skinny. Wimpy. He didn't even have scars. 
"How old are you, anyway?" Henry said. 


"Eh?" Rick started, almost dropping his hammer. "Old? l'm, um." 


He looked sideways at Henry. Somehow, he looked even younger now, without his helmet or his yellow spacesuit 
and with his hair tied back in a ponytail once more. Rick couldn't tell how old he was. There seemed to be a 
strange sort of agelessness about him. As if it were a trick of the light. When he bent down, his back rising 
between them, he was thirty-five, but then he would turn his head and he was no older than Phil. “Twenty- 
four," Phil had said when Rick had finally asked. Rick had still not told Phil his age. Phil thought he was sixteen, 
and Rick found that the number didn't make him feel any different. Not younger, not older. It was meaningless. 


The thought of being sixteen was almost comfortable now. 
‘lm eighteen," he heard himself say. 


For a moment, he thought he could feel fingers probing along the back of his mind. Sniffing around, trying to 
verify the truth. He frowned and jerked away from Henry. 


"Hey, cut that out!" 


lm not doing anything.” Henry reached out for a wrench and began to tighten a nut. "I don't read minds. Kinda 
like rape, that shit." He straightened, turning, and fixed his gaze on Rick. "See, this is how it works. | can project 
what's in my mind into other people's. Some idiot tried to call it Thought Telecasting, made those of us who can 
do it feel like fucking antennae, beeping along the universe, shoving crap into people's heads and invading their 
privacy. The fact is | cant see what's inside your head. If anything, you'll have to tell me how you got inside 


mine.” 
His eyes were too bright. Liquid black. Rick stammered. "W-what? | haven't gone into your head." 


"Back there, before your friend smashed into me, you didn't merely hear my voice. That's about as much as 
most people can handle. You picked up images. More than that; | could feel you in my head, looking out. 
Happened over at the hatch, too. How'd you do that?" 


"l-I don't know," Rick said. 


The thought almost scared him. It seemed everything was crawling into his head lately. Images crashed and 
spun out behind his eyes as he touched Phil's ship, as he climbed up the hatch, as he had run his palms over 
the hull. Something seemed to be moving his limbs for him, feeding him information he forgot as quickly as he 
used it. Henry was a presence that came and went, flashes of a cockpit interior, ladder rungs, a beat-up 


sleeping cot, the exact location of everything under the hull of his ship. 
Rick tried to think back to when he was a kid. 


A toaster, lying on its side, parts strewn over the kitchen floor. His hands picking up pieces and shoving them 
into his mouth, chewing hard metal and plastic, pulling them out and then putting the toaster back together. 
His daa's computer, set on a large metal desk. How surprised his mum had been when she had found him 
puzzling over a screen of random figures. How did he get into your financial log? Isnt that password protected? It 
had all seemed very strange to Rick. Technicists, his professors told him, thought in strict mathematical 


formulas. They understood the complex workings of machines, down to every last piece. How they fit together, 
the laws that moved them forward and broke them down. Cold, hard logic. There was no place for "It feels as 
if it should go there, sir." You either knew or you didn't. Twelve year-old Rick had stared at the engine on his 
desk and had battled down despair. He had no idea what went where, or why they fit there. 


He had fixed it blindly. Sheer dumb luck. That's how he survived his early Technicist training. 
Sheer dumb luck. Where had it gone on the day of the test? 


"You don't know, huh?" Henry said. His voice slid into Rick's thoughts smoothly, arranging itself around their 


logical end. Rick wasn't sure he believed him about not being able to read minds. 


"No, | don't," he said. "All right? Fuck off" 


"Can't fuck off. My ship's broken" Henry ignored the finger Rick flashed his way. "I'll tell you what, huh? Let's 
run a little test. | don't run across motherfucking, honest-to-goodness Technicists all that often. Makes me 
wanna poke you about a bit" 


Rick had no time to protest. Henry had come up beside him and taken his hand before Rick realized what had 
happened. Everything wrenched out of place for a second, coming back with a jolt that seemed to rise from his 
stomach. He looked down at his hand in Henry's. The sight of it seemed to cancel the dry warmth he could feel 
below his palm, a light pressure on his fingers as Henry guided his hand toward Phil's hull. Rick tried to pull it 
away. 


"What are you doing?" 


Henry shushed him, the sound distracted and half-hearted as he placed Rick's hand above a small bump. He 


closed his eyes, placing his own hand over the hull. 
"What do you feel?" he said. 
Nothing, Rick wanted to say. Just the hull. 


But that wasn't quite true. He could feel something unfurling in the back of his mind. He saw his hand as it lay 
over the hull. Pressure seemed to rise from the metal, pushing against his skin. He pushed down on it. He felt 
the metal settle, running out smoothly below his palm. Below Henry's palm, racing up a tattooed arm and into 


darkness behind closed lids. Images and darkness mingled together, the hull reforming, blurred around the edges. 


With a cry, Rick pulled back his hand. 
"Shit!" 


Henry's head moved in his direction, his eyes still closed. "You were moulding it," he murmured. "Can't really 


tell. You were sending rather fussy images this time." 


Rick wanted to scream. He pushed away from the hull and backed away, his mind racing. 

"Stop it! Whatever you're doing, just stop it!" 

Liquid black shifted within itself as Henry looked up at him. He stood, dusting off his knees. 

‘lm not doing anything.” 

Rick took a step back, keeping a wary distance. 

‘If you don't mind my asking," Henry said, "what the fuck is someone like you doing co-piloting for a shipper?" 
‘tm not" 


It was a while before Henry spoke. He looked down at Rick, and Rick could see that he was trying to figure him 


out, taking information and organizing it, forcing it into logical patterns he could take apart and explain. 
"You're fucking good,” he said at last. 


With that, he turned and made his way across to his ship's hull. He bent down to scoop up his tool belt, fitting 
everything into its place, flinging it over his shoulder. 


"Let's call it a day," he said. "You need to sleep." 
Rick kept his eyes on Phil's hull. He heard Henry make his way to his hatch, metal groaning and hissing as it 
opened. The thud of Henry's boots echoed out briefly before the hatch slammed back into place, the sound 


shivering over Rick's skin. 


He ran his thumb over his palm, heat racing along his nerves. 


Chapter Seven 


It still felt alien, to walk out onto his hull without the need of a spacesuit. Phil always found himself wanting to 
inhale as much air as he could before he opened the hatch, only to discover that the air outside made the 
interior of his ship feel stale and old and defeated. 


Ím starting to feel old, he thought. Christ. He was only twenty-four. Lately, he felt forty. The broken navigation 
system, a stow away-a runaway, hissed a voice in his head-Rick sitting in the co-pilot chair, waiting. Always 
waiting. That bloody Rollins fellow. Stomping about his hull, leaving dirty great boot treads all over it. Phil bent 


down to wipe off a smudge. 


He came to the edge of the hull and looked down at Rick's repairs. Not very impressive, all in all. The kid had 
some undeniably impressive tricks up his sleeves, but that whole Technicity business still seemed like one big 
hoax. The hull was as dented and scratched as before, only now the paint was peeling where Rick had been 
banging away at it with a hammer. 


On Rollins's instructions. Phil had seen that much from inside his ship, where he had been straightening out 
everything that had come loose or shattered with the impact of the crash. He was now two teacups short. His 
favourite cups, deep brown, with the chips along the handles. 


He kicked at the hull, cursing. 


It was then that his eyes caught on one small section of the hull. Smooth, glassy. Phil crouched down to run 
his fingers over the metal. There was a newness to it, as if a patch had been delivered straight off the 
assembly line, still clean and shiny and not even nicked. Phil chewed on his lower lip. More tricks, he reckoned. 


He rubbed his fingers over the spot. 
Rick had been out earlier. Phil found him sitting with his legs dangling off the hull, cradling his right hand. 
"Is your hand all right?" he asked. 


"Yeah," Rick said, moving it to rest on his thigh. He rubbed at the fabric of his jeans. "Just... not used to all 


this work, you know? All that hammering.” 

"Easy-going life over at Callisto, huh?" 

Rick frowned and turned his face away. Phil sighed. He shouldn't have said that. He felt lousy, bringing up the 
kid's old life after everything he must have been through: Failing that Technicity test of his, his parents’ 


deaths, running away. Phil wondered that Rick seemed so calm. Shock, he reckoned. Christ... 


"Hey, look, | didn't mean to say that," he said. "Must be hard on you. | never even said /m sorry, did |?" 


"For what?" 
"Your parents... 


A crease appeared between Rick's brows, a few heartbeats during which his eyes registered no recognition His 
lips moved, taking in breath before his teeth aligned and his mouth clamped shut. Something stirred in his eyes 
then. He shrugged and looked down at his feet. 


"Don't worry about that," he muttered. "I'm fine." 
He pushed himself to his feet. Phil moved aside, silent as Rick climbed down the hatch. 


When Phil had knocked on the door to Rick's chosen quarters inside the Submergible, all the reply he received 
had been the creak of the bunk bed and the volume on the transistor radio rising, a jangle of guitars burying 


Phil's voice. 


He doesn't want to talk about it, Phil thought now, running his fingers over the smooth patch of metal along 
the hull. Fair enough. 


But something about all of this was making him very uneasy. 


He fired up his communication port seconds after dropping down the hatch. As it loaded, taking its sweet time, 
he paced, arms clasped behind his back A warbled beep signalled that the system was finally online. Phil pulled 
forward the keyboard set up below it, fingers bumping against each other as he typed out a number. He took 
several deep breaths as a bar slowly filled itself out on the flickering blue screen 


Dialling. Please wait 
"Come on," Phil muttered. "Be there. Just be there." 


The screen flashed from blue to bright white, colours bleeding in slowly as the call went through. Bright blue 
eyes appeared at the centre of the screen, followed by a finely chiselled face, arched eyebrows and curved lips 
that almost looked pink. Long, tight curls followed, seeming to shift from blond to red to dark brown as the 
figure moved. It straightened a mouthpiece hooked to its left ear and smiled. 


Collen, you wanker. Where have you been?" 
"Hullo to you too, Sav." Phil dropped down into the pilot's chair. He drew a hand over his face, rubbing at his 
chin. He looked, he knew, like shite. Dark circles under his eyes, hair standing out, cuts and bruises along his jaw 


where it had struck the control board. 


Rick Savage looked fresh and clean and utterly comfortable. He pushed one loose tendril of hair behind his ear 


and looked at Phil with amusement written all over his face. 


"What happened? It's been almost eight hours now since you were due at Argus 56, and you're still sat out in 
space, with undelivered cargo. Do you know how many calls I've had to field today? I've been making excuses 


for you all day, covering your arse, and wondering why /m still in the dark as well." 


| have been put through such a bollocking today," Phil grumbled. "First the ruddy navigation system dies down, 
then my fuckin’ ship up and fluctuates, and just when things had finally straightened out, | managed to crash 
into a cloaked ship along the Phineas Nebula Its utter shite, Sav." 


He didn't expect any sympathy from Sav. He could see him already pulling down a computer screen, keying into 
a detailed readout, plotting out the Phineas Nebula, calculating how far off from Argus 56 Phil's ship was. He 
would construct more excuses from this information, and continue covering for Phil. Sav could always be 


counted on for that. The man thought in terms of assessable damage and solutions. 


"You said you crashed, right? You'll be needing parts, then, when you get to Argus. What do you need 


replaced?" 
‘| smashed my hull” 


Sav drew in a breath through his teeth, the rapid clacking of keys audible even across Phil's battered 
communication port. "Tall order, that. Expensive." He tapped repeatedly at a key, scrolling through a list of 
suppliers, eyebrows knotting together. "F you don't get your sorry arse fired for being so late, you can look 
forward to having quite a bit deducted off your paycheque. To cover for what l'm about to order for you and 
all that." 


Phil barely heard him. He was looking out at his hull, his eyes drawn to the smooth patch of metal along the 
front. He reached into his pant pocket and fingered the glass shard Rollins had pressed into his palm. What was 
it the man had said? Rick had pulled the shard out right through the casings. 


Rick, who had run away from home, whose parents were dead. Who didn't seem all that distressed about 
either of those circumstances. He only seemed to care about that sodding Technicity test of his. Something 
was wrong here. There was something in the set of the kid's shoulders, in the way he moved. It was too easy, 
too fluid. He didn't seem to be carrying any weight at all. Not sorrow, not denial, not apathy, nothing Phil could 
recognize as a reaction to loss. 

Fuck, it was his parents. Something had to show. 

He leaned forward. "Hey, Sav, could you do me one small favour, mate?" 


"You mean another one?" 


Phil had no time for jokes. He fixed Sav with a steady look, willing him to understand that this was important. 


Sav's smile never wavered, but his eyes seemed to deepen, hardening. Implication understood. 


| need you to track down someone. A man claiming to be a Technicist, surname Allen, lived out in Callisto. 
Lived." Phil chewed his lip in thought. Rick was sixteen, right? That would place his grandfather's adult life at 
around- "2430s, 40s, maybe. Died before or around 2465" 


Sav flipped his hair over his shoulder, adjusting his earpiece. He was so fastidious. Hair and earpiece securely in 


place, he began to type. He shot Phil a shrewd look. "Should | even bother asking what this is for?" 


"I have his grandson" Phil tilted his chair back, hooking his fingers over his stomach. "Stowed away on my ship. 
One more reason l'm late. Says his parents are dead." He straightened the chair, feet flat on the floor, thinking 


furiously now. "His parents. Shite. Sav, how long before deaths show up on your records?" 
"Depends. When and how did they die?" 

‘He won't say" 

Key strokes clicked out, Sav's curls bouncing as he pulled down a second and third computer screen. His eyes 
shifted from one to the next in a way that had always made Phil uneasy. It didnt seem human He moved too 


fast, irises seeming to contract and widen as long lines of information flashed out across his eyes, his face an 


eerie, ghostly blue. 
"It'll take a while to find these people,” he murmured. 
"Days?" 


"Please." Sav cocked his eyebrows, one quick glance in Phil's direction before his eyes shifted back to his 


computer screens. "Hours." 


Hours Phil had. The hull was still not fixed, and he couldn't risk all those dents and scratches producing 
interstellar wind drag. It would slow him down, for one, to say nothing of entry into Argus 5b. The last thing he 
wanted was to have made it this far only to crash and burn over a warehouse docking strip. He would have to 


help Rick out with repairs. 

Rick. 

He could still see him, standing on the hull, wearing Rollins's pants, the folds of a too large T-shirt pooling 
under his arms as the sleeves brushed against his elbows. So bloody happy. So bloody trusting, looking up at 
Rollins when he thought Phil couldn't see. Eyes shining. Hands rubbing his thighs. Lips parted. 

Fuck. 


The co-pilot's chair stood empty at Phil's right. Looking at it, something seemed to fold back, a sharp tug at 


Phil's mind that dissolved Rick's face and Sav and the communications port. He could see Steve, battling down a 


yawn as he looked up at him, dark circles under washed out blue eyes. 
"Do | have to go?" he said. 


"No," Phil said. "I just need to sign some exit papers. Cargo logs and all that shite. It'll only take a few minutes. 
Keep the engine running, all right?" 


Steve was still in his chair sixteen minutes later. Exactly where he had left him. His eyes stared out of the 
window, oddly unfocused. Empty. His mouth was slack, as if he were thinking of something to say. 


Phil could feel his insides grow hollow. Everything dropped away, replaced by a heartbeat. Growing louder. 
Louder. 


Nothing made sense after that. Colours and sounds blurred. The feel of his own breath, the sound of Steve's 
skin-like paper-as Phil shook his shoulder. Steve? What the fuck is wrong, mate? 


Clangs rang out, hollow and brittle, as he climbed out of the Submergible and stood out on the take-off strip. 
Blasts of air from other ships slapped at his face. Gasoline and tarmac and burning fuel crawled in through his 
nostrils. The edges of the world seemed to fall away, burned to white, empty spaces. 


"| need the police," he heard himself say. 


A crowd had gathered, drawn by the hold-up. Some soddin' Submergible parked on the runway, holding up the 
queue. Hey, buddy, move your fucking ship! | think there's something wrong. Shit, look at him, he's like a fucking 
sheet. The voices gathered at Phil's ears, pushing through and fading away. He needed a policeman. A medic. 
Steve needed help. 


"What do you need the pigs for?" 

It was a young man. Shaved head, muscle T. There was a tattoo, along his bicep, but when Phil tried to focus 
his eyes it shifted, blurred along the edges, as if the boy's arm were underwater. He stood framed by the 
crowd. A pulsing, blue halo seemed to spread out around him. Everything else was unreal, hazy, as if the 
borders had been erased. There was only him and the young man, whose lips had drawn back in contempt. 
"Fucking pigs don't help. They make things worse." 

"Steve needs help." 


"Yeah? Well, good luck with that." 


The memory wrenched, fragmenting into pieces as the young man turned away. The hard line of a jaw, the 
blue-grey shadows where hair should be. Bright, black eyes, holding Phil in place for one instant before the 
crowd surged sideways and an officer was striding forward, hitching up his pants and "What the fuck is going 


on here?" and then the memory had dissolved into the bright white screen of the communications port. 
Phil was breathing hard. 

Fuck. Get a grip, mate. Fuck 

He pulled air in through his nose, held it. Exhaled 

"Another favour, Sav?" 


‘lm gonna have to start charging you, Phil" Sav pulled down a fourth screen, never taking his eyes off his 
other three searches. "What else?" 


| need you to find this one man for me. Calls himself Henry Rollins." 


Chapter Eight 


Rick's hands felt clammy inside his pockets. He clenched and unclenched his fingers, rehearsing, drawing in deep 
breaths and courage. I'm sorry | overreacted. I've never done anything like that before. I've only ever fixed a 
few things: Engines, control boards, the occasional flat tire when stuck on solid ground. I've never actually-what 
did you call it?-moulded metal. | freaked. I'm really sorry. Please don't think I'm an idiot. Please don't think I'm an 
idiot. 


l'm such an idiot. 


He could see Rollins just ahead, fishing a wrench out of his tool belt. His shoulder blades shifted with each 
move he made, muscle pulling and settling as he continued his ship's repairs. A tray full of odd, silver packets 
was by his side. One hand reached out for one of the packets, and Rick saw Henry tear at the top with his 
teeth, then begin to suck out the contents. He was eating. He had his mouth full. That was good. Right? 


"Um, Henry?" He grunted in reply. He didn't raise his head. Rick looked down at his feet. "M'sorry.’ 
"For what?" 
"Back there. |, ah, l- You. Um, | just-" 


"Don't worry about it. Nothing to be sorry for." He tossed the crumpled, empty packet onto the tray. "It's 
fucking lucky | didn't give you any kind of mental surge. Fuck." He looked up, face grim. "Look, kid, if anyone has 


to apologize, it's me. So: I'm sorry." 


Rick couldn't think of anything to say. He crouched down next to Henry, arms dangling between his knees. 
Henry's boots hung down below, knocking together. They were frayed and covered with dirt, the toes scuffed, 
scarred. Lived in. The laces, caked with layers of grime-they looked more like wire than laces-were wound 


several times around the boots’ top. 


It wasn't so bad, sitting out here with Henry. It didn't feel different. The apology was out of the way. In its 
place, Rick felt an odd heaviness in his stomach. Nervousness. He was fucking nervous? He forced himself to 
look up. His eyes came to rest on a row of black rectangles, spread out left to right. There was a snake 


beneath them. Black and yellow. 
"So, um, where did you get all these tattoos?" 


"That's another fucking long story. Which reminds me, | never told you how | know where everything on my 

cloaked ship is, did 1?" Henry ripped open a second silver packet and passed it to Rick. "Eat" He made sure Rick 
had sucked out a good portion of whatever was in the packet-it tasted like liquid, lumpy chalk-before going on 
"So. Here's why. Thought Telecasting, right? | pretty much have everything I've ever set eyes on stored away 


for easy access and for shoving it up people's heads, when the mood strikes me. That includes every dent, 


scratch and motherfucking hole on this ship. The whole ship, period So, when it's cloaked, | send myself images. 
Disorienting like fuck, but better than nothing." 


Rick nodded, sucking harder on the packet as Henry looked down at it, checking on his progress. Rick spoke 
around the torn opening. "And the ink..2" 


"Ink? Oh, the tatts. Yeah." He rubbed his arms, pushing up the sleeves to reveal more designs. He tapped at an 
odd hieroglyph just below his right shoulder. A stylized, one eyed man, or some sort of odd fish. Rick couldn't 


tell. "I tell yo," Henry murmured, "the shit you see out there." 
He fell silent after that. One finger drew a thoughtful circle around the one eyed hieroglyph, round and round. 


Rick set aside the empty packet and looked out at the nebulaic clouds. Pink, light blue, they spilled over each 
other, bumping against the oxygen shelter before they dissolved away into nothingness. Rick could almost make 
out shapes. There were faces with large, hooked noses and horses rearing their legs and odd, ghostly feelings 
he couldn't put into words, not even in his thoughts. 


Henry was talking. 


"Things are different now. You have these clean, flat expanses of interstellar highway, one shiny, twinkling star 
after the other. Behind all those clean swept asteroid belts, though, you've got the rough pockets of the 
universe. Backstabbing motherfuckers hanging off every fucking Truck, living in the same, piss-ridden spacesuit 
for months. Fuck it, | miss the days when that shit spilled into everything. Now you've got an oxygen field 
slapped onto every fucking astral body and every second moon it's some Yank and his refuelling station and his 


cheap meals on the go and a docking strip that smells of chlorine." 


His voice rose and fell in staccato, his eyes fixed on his feet. Rick started when he realized he had somehow 
drawn closer to Henry. He pushed himself back, reaching for a second packet. He tore the top off, thick liquid 
oozing down the side. 


“Tastes like shit, that stuff," Henry said. "You wanted to know about the tatts, here's an example. That shit 
you're sucking at-and you keep right on sucking, you look like you could use a few good meals-l got it off this 
Indian salesman. He gave me a lift all the way out to Saturn. | thought | had a job lined up out there. Hadn't 
eaten for days. The Indian picks up on it somehow, so | wound up with a crate of these things," he nudged one 
of the packets. "Its what he sold Liquid protein. Fun, huh? The Saturn job turned out to be a false lead, but 
this man actually waited for me to come out of the office. He took me in for a few days-rent free. Fuck. You 


know?" 


A space fish swam up to the oxygen shelter. It threw its body against the sides, lashing out with its tail, then 
moved on. Its scales caught the starlight and glimmered dully. 


Henry pulled down his sleeves and tapped at the black and yellow snake above his left elbow. "Anyway, he had a 
pet snake. Chandra. We got along pretty well, Chandra and me." 


Rick nodded, gazing at the fine hairs he could see just within the black stripes of the snake. "Commemorative 


ink, then." 
"Pretty much." 


They sat in silence for a while, feet dangling. Henry's boots knocked together, Rick's green trainers hovering 
beside them. Rick crumpled up the second empty packet and tossed it on the tray. He leaned back, resting his 
head on his linked hands. He sighed, pushing out hot air and the vaguely milky aftertaste of the liquid protein 


"That must be some life. By comparison, mine is just.." He pulled his lips to the side. His life was boring. Wake 
up, eat breakfast, go to school, come back home, homework, a bita telly, some music, aimless loitering, sleep. 
Day in, day out. Every memory melted into the next, the details lost in monotony. Dull and grey like the sky 

and the miles of craters and the factories and the people and all of Callisto. God, that all seemed like ages ago 


now. 


"You're eighteen. Sorry to break this to you, but you're just a kid There's plenty more life to come. Believe 


you me." 
"Yeah, but..." 


Rick frowned up at the stars. He turned his head and took in the wreck that was the front of Phil's ship. So 
far, he hadn't done a single bloody constructive repair to it. One patch stood out, the one Henry had placed his 
palm over. It was tiny. Insignificant. Rick turned on his side. For a while, he almost forgot Henry was there. All 
he could feel was his heart, thumping against his rib cage. Words formed and solidified inside his head. Talented, 
but hell never be a Master. Over and over. Talented? He couldn't even fix a dented hull. A hot itch began to 


build along the corners of his eyes. He squeezed them shut 
He wasn't going fo cry. Not in front of Henry. Not ever. 
"Im guessing you don't wanna talk about it" 

"Fuck off" 


The hull creaked beneath him, then Henry's hand was on his shoulder. It was a warm, heavy pressure, rising 


and falling once before Henry rose to his feet. 
"l'm sorry about what happened before. If you want to, we can maybe try again. Whaddaya say?" 


Rick looked out across the hull, his cheek pressed against a dent. The world was reduced to an endless expanse 
of faded red and dust covered white, the ship's ID numbers painted toward the sides twisted into meaningless 

shapes. Numbers swam before his eyes: His address, his student ID number, his school's district number and 

license number and the date of his test and his seat number. His score. 


"| failed the test," he heard himself say. His voiced sounded dull. Flat. 


The hand was back on his shoulder. It exerted a warm, even pressure and he found himself being turned 
around. He looked up into Henry's eyes and couldn't read what he saw there. His jaw was set, a hard line and 
words waiting to be said. Rick followed the contour of Henry's jaw bone, focusing on the way it swept up 


toward the ear. He could feel Henry's eyes on him. 


"Let me tell you something. About those fucked up tests." He placed both hands on Rick's shoulders and lifted 
him into a sitting position. Rick tucked in his chin, his eyes fixed on a loose flake of chipped red paint. "They're 
bullshit. Those fuckers who make ‘em and administer ‘em and perpetuate ‘em are so wrapped up around the 
idea of measuring logic and math and fucking word analogies that they shoot right past a great deal of 
intelligence and potential and raw, fucking energy. Those tests don't measure jack shit beyond your ability to 
pass the motherfuckers." Then, in a gentler tone, "Do you understand what l'm trying to say?" 


Rick kept his eyes on the paint chip. "Yeah. Big bloody deal. No Technicist academy will take me without ‘em, and 
| can't even fix one stupid-" Fuck. He wasn't going to cry. He gritted his teeth. Fuck you, Rick Allen, you are not 
a kid. "One stupid, fucking hull." 


"You haven't even tried to fix the stupid, fucking hull." 
"Fuck you" 


Henry's eyes were hard, the muscles along his jaw taut as he gripped Rick's shoulders. "You can fuck me all 


you want to affer you've tried to fix the stupid, motherfucking hull." 


The words threw Rick off. One second-his eyes blinking as his brain tried to catch onto what he thought he 
had heard-one second was all it took and Henry had wrapped one hand around his right wrist and pressed his 
palm down flat against the metal of the hull. Rick felt white, tight anger make its way across his body. He 
wrenched his wrist and his shoulder free, twisting away from Henry. He slapped his palm down on the hull. 


"Fine," he spat. "You wanna see me make a right arse outta myself? Sure. You've got it.” He laughed, a lone, 
humourless sound. "Nothing is going to happen. You did whatever happened the last time, didn't you? You've 
been doing it all and you're just-" 


His voice cut off. Something was wrong. He couldn't lift his palm from the hull. For a moment, he stared down 
at it, frowning in disbelief. Then something snapped, it pulled at a place behind his eyes and spread everything 
out. The space around him seemed to dissolve, breaking up into a cold, limitless nothingness. He inhaled sharply. 
The nothingness was pressing against his palm. He could almost make it out now, trying to break through his 
skin He grit his teeth and pushed back. Henry was forgotten. The ship. Phil. Callisto. Everything fell away. All of 
his being was concentrated on pushing back whatever was trying to come through. Only it wasn't pushing. It 
was fragmented. It scraped against the skin of his palm and he reached out and stroked it and it flowed 
beneath him. Not pushing, guiding. He became vaguely aware of sweat building along his brow. He took in a deep 


breath and reached out for the scattered pieces below his hand, breaking them apart, putting them back 
together. He was- 


He pulled his hand back He was panting, sweat running into his eyes. 
"Shit," he whispered. "Shit. Oh, shit..." 
‘ll say," Henry said. His voice sounded funny. Hushed, for once. 


Rick looked around him. His breath caught, everything seeming to come to a jarring stop, frozen, waiting for 


him to exhale. 


The right side of the hull spread out beneath him. It reflected starlight from a smooth, glassy silver surface. 


* eK 


Phil stood by the pilots chair, one hand grasping the edge of the backrest. His fingers dug into the leather, the 
fabric biting into his skin 


The hull. The kid had just touched the hull and it had-It couldn't be. It wasn't real. Phil rubbed his eyes and 
shook his head. It made him feel ridiculous, but he just had to-Bloody hell. It was true. Smooth silver, clean 
Rick was staring at it in disbelief. Phil wouldn't be surprised if the boy screamed. He wanted to scream. 


He tore his eyes away and set down his forgotten cup of tea. It rattled in its saucer as Phil made his way 


toward the hatch. 


A jumble of trills and beeps stopped him in his tracks. A blinding white light flicked to life as the 
communications port came online. The white light faded gradually, deepening to blue as Sav's features came into 
focus. He held a computer printout in his hand, several screens pulled down around him. Phil saw Sav's irises 


widen, then contract as he focused on Phil's face. 


"| might've found your man," he said. "I couldn't find a Henry Rollins-right tricky bastard to track down it turns 
out-but | did find this fellow." He held up the paper for Phil to see. 


More words followed A name: Henry Garfield. Photographic manipulations of some sort. Sav musing to himself. 
It was a drone in the back of Phil's head. A moth beating its wings against a glass jar, buzzing. It spiralled Sav's 
voice into a high pitched hum, bleaching out the world Blurring the edges. 


Rollins stood on the hull, his hands against the back of his neck He raised them, once. Curls lifted, hair pulled 
aside, flesh exposed Four rectangles in a row. An imperfect barcode. It stretched out across Rollins's bicep as 
well and Phil could see it clearly now, on the bicep of the young man standing on the take-off strip, head 


shaved clean, bright, dark eyes fixed on Phil. 
"Yeah? Well, good luck with that." 


And Henry Rollins was walking back into the crowd and his smile was lost in the throng of onlookers and the 
back of his neck had the same design tattooed across the skin and Steve's eyes were dead and empty and he 
was never coming back and Phil could see Rollins now, turning so his face came into profile, talking to Rick 


Tearing into the back of Phil's head. 


Smiling. Always smiling. 


Chapter Nine 


Author's Notes: 

The words \"shut the fuck up\" will always remind me of The Crying Game. Just wanted to say that, because | 
can\'t read, type or say them without channelling Miranda Richardson somehow. And, of course, they pop up in 
this chapter, which explains this odd, seemingly from out of deep left field author\'s note. 


A pulse was beginning to build The hum of the control board. The steady flame of the propane gas stove. His 
heart, pumping blood. Blood rushing across his veins and up through his heart and into his ears. 


The entry door to the cockpit yawned open, one huge mouth and a hall for a throat and down, deep beyond, 
darkness. Phil made his way past the lockers and the storage compartments and the sleeping quarters-the 
boy's room seemed to watch him as he passed; he ignored it-and further back. A door loomed in his sight, 
blue paint streaked off to reveal the black undercoat, chips of paint crackling and breaking into dust as he ran 
his palm over it. This room required a password. He fired off the numerical sequence on a pad by the door. He 
knew it by heart. The door slid open with a sigh. He flicked on a light and came to stand in a small, rectangular 
room. Silver glinted dully all along the walls, up onto the ceiling and down onto the floor. Frost hung to the 
metal, breathing out twisting tendrils of dry ice. Phil breathed in deeply. The cold raced up his nose, sharp and 
hollow. Clean. He pulled on a pair of gloves and walked toward the centre of the room. 


His hands came to rest over a cylinder, about seven feet long, two feet across. Frozen He scraped at the glass 
window along the top. For a moment, he hesitated. His thoughts were a jumble in his head: Determination, 
decision, indecision, second thoughts, doubt. Guilt. The kid liked him. The kid was counting on him. To take him 
home, to save him and to protect him and to believe him. His own voice rose out of the images and half- 
formed thoughts in his head: /m out making a living as a glorified delivery boy. Me Dad's in mining proper. He 
chipped off a shard of ice. He was late with his cargo; Sav had made no bones about that. 


"l'Il keep holding them back," he had said, irises contracted to pinpoints as he sat surrounded by over a dozen 


blinking screens, "but, quite frankly, by this point I'm pretty worried about the cargo myself" 
It's in deep freeze," Phil said. "It's safe." 


He brushed off ice now and rubbed the edge of his palm over the glass. He could just make out a shape inside. 
He gazed at it quietly, chewing on his lower lip. The ship was almost fixed. That Technicist business seemed to 
be true. Rick had done something to the hull, smoothed it out. It looked bloody new. His ship would have more 
speed that it had ever had. She could make Argus 56 in, what, less than six hours? The deep freeze would hold 


till then. He was sure of it. The cargo was safe. 


Rick would understand. 


Rollins he would have to deal with. 


* eK 


‘| can have the hull fully fixed in about an hour, maybe even less." Rick was perched on a clear area of the 
control board, swinging the co-pilot chair from side to side with his foot. "Henry says it took me five minutes 
to fix the right side. It took less than that to fix most of the damage to his hull" He grinned at Phil. "He says | 


have an affinity for metal. His words. | can make metal do whatever | want it to. Isn't that fucking cool?" 


Phil sat on the pilot's chair, fist pressed against his lips as he half-listened to Rick The boy's cocky excitement 
was grating on his nerves for once. Henry Rollins was all he seemed to talk about. Henry and the hull. Phil could 
see Henry walking around outside, double checking all the repairs on his beat-up ship. It still looked like garbage, 
but the front was the smooth silver Phil now recognized as characteristic of Rick's odd ability. 


"Its motherfucking awesome,” Rick said. 
Phil's head snapped up. "Hey. Watch that language." 


Rick frowned. He checked the co-pilots chair in place. "What's your problem? You curse all the time, all that 
bloody this and ruddy that" His eyes travelled up and down Phil as he sat in a half-slump. "What's eating you 
anyway? You don't look all that great." 


Phil knew what Rick must be seeing: Messy hair, dark circles under his eyes, brows knotted together, creases 
along his mouth. He straightened up, rubbing his hands over his thighs. He forced himself to push out a 
breath, shoulders sagging. 


"Is this whole day, lad. I've never been this late with a cargo. Ever. Even if | ever do manage to dock on 


Argus 56, chances are | won't be seeing a paycheque, let alone keep my job." 


Silence grew between them, heavy, waiting. Rick was still looking at Phil, eyes narrowed as he searched his face. 
Phil couldn't tell what he was hoping to read there. He prayed to God all he could read was impatience and 
maybe disappointment or annoyance. He pushed up from the pilot's chair and patted Rick's shoulder. 


"Sorry ‘bout being an arse. Delays make me jumpy.’ 


"Aye? Well then I'd better get out there. Get this ship repaired and then." His eyes were fixed on his feet. His 
jaw tightened, forcing out cheerful words Phil knew he didn’t really feel. "Then we'll be on our way." 


He hopped off the control board and began to climb the hatch. Phil came to stand below it, watching as Rick 
pushed open the lid and clambered out, green trainers bumping against the stair rungs. Phil's heart contracted, 


a sharp pang that passed as Rick disappeared from view. His footsteps thudded out over the cockpit's roof, the 


ship's interior shaking as he jumped down onto the hull. 
| need a shower, Phil thought, rubbing his face. | just need to clear my head. 


He didn't even bother to switch on the bathroom light as he stepped inside. He pulled his shirt up over his 
head and let it drop on the floor. He popped open the first button on his jeans, then stopped. 


A noise. Footsteps. Someone climbing down the hatch. 


The tread was too heavy to be Rick's. Phil cursed. He pulled back the bathroom door gradually, then inched his 
way out. Slowly. Slowly. Back pressed against cold metal. His right hand slid along the walls of the hall, searching. 
He groped at the empty air and found what he was looking for: His jean jacket, hanging on a nail from one of 
the lockers. He reached into an inner pocket and pulled out a gun. Flat, small, easy to conceal. He depressed a 


button, felt it begin to hum beneath his palm. Armed. 


He made his way forward with measured steps. One foot in front of the other, silent. He could see Rollins 
standing by the control board. He was looking through something. Phil's eyes flicked toward where he had been 
rummaging. Below the control board, where a thin yellow folder had been sealed within a Mylar bag adhered to 
the far wall. The Mylar bag was open, empty. 


The tip of the gun came to rest just below Rollins's skull. 
Rollins voice was conversational. "How long have you known?" 
"What the fuck are you doing on my ship?" 


The yellow folder flashed out, rising and falling as Rollins tapped the edge against his shoulder. "I thought | knew 
your face," he said. Phil could almost hear the smile on his lips. He pushed the gun deeper into Rollins's neck. 
The man's voice remained casual. "And now | know where from. Last time | saw you, you were out at 
Ganymede. What was it that you were doing? Tracking down someone, right? Not me. Someone else. Kira 
Roessler, if | recall. Arms smuggler. You got her good She was wanted dead or alive, right? You both fired, she 
got your shoulder, you got her head." 


He lifted the folder, cracking it open in one practiced motion, index finger tapping at the ID papers clipped to the 
right side. 


Phil looked at his own face, black and white, a 2x2 photograph. He looked gaunt, hard, vaguely puzzled, as if he 
doubted the existence of the camera and the photo booth and the entire world outside. It was the face in his 
bathroom mirror, tired and dirty. His name was spelled out below the picture: Philp Kenneth Collen He heard 
himself say it as he introduced himself to Rollins. He was such an idiot. He tightened his grip on the gun. The 
metal was slippery against his palms. Rollins shifted his shoulder blades. Phil shoved the gun in deeper. 


"But we met before that," Rollins said. "Didn't we? Out on Earth. Your ship was on the docking strip and | was 


collecting for a group of students who couldn't get back home after their little vacation. Had a hard time of it, 
too. Few people trust a kid with a shaved head. Except your co-pilot, he-" 


"Shut the fuck up." 


"Don't do anything stupid, buddy. Wouldn't wanna blow off my head, would you? | happen to know you need me 


alive." 
"The fuck | do." 


"The fuck you do. l'm sure you wondered, right? Why you've been unable to track me down these past four 
years? You must have. You've never struck me as entirely stupid, Mr. Collen" 


"| suppose you're gonna tell me." 


Rollins pushed out a breath. "I tell ya It's a good thing you're pointing that gun at the back of my head. You 
see Rick out there, dragging his feet about fixing your hull? If he decides to look up at your cockpit, he's gonna 
get a pretty good view of this. Pro'lly gonna wonder why you look so fucking murderous and why I'm so stiff" 


Fuck. Phil shot a quick glance in Rick's direction. The boy's eyes were closed, his palm over the hull. He was 
working. He went into a trance, didn't he? He wouldn't see a thing for at least five minutes. Thats what he'd 
said, right? Five minutes and the hull would be fixed 


"He's gonna find out soon enough," he said. "So don't you be worrying about that. Suppose you tell me why I've 
been unable to track you down for four years. A mate of mine's found a few things on you, but they all date 


to before 2411. Not very helpful, the lot of it. You've been a busy little bugger, haven't you? Erased all your 
data?" 


‘In a manner of speaking." 

"So speak." 

"Funny thing about dealing with souls," Rollins murmured, "there's not much of me left" 

A sound came from above. Footsteps rang out across the roof, headed for the hatch. Phil shot a quick glance 
outside, his breath catching. How could he be done so-? Fuck The hatch scraped open, Rick's feet on the rungs, 
making his way down Rollins didn't even turn his head. His eyes-reflected in the cockpit window-were liquid 
black, at ease. They were fixed on Phil. Waiting. 


Rick's feet hit the ground. 


Phil steeled himself. The kid had to find out sooner or later. He would have found out anyway. But not like this. 
Fuck. Not like this. Phil shifted his grip on the gun. 


"Hey, Rickster," Rollins said. 


There was a beat, an instant in which every sound seemed to magnify. His fingerprints scratched against the 
metal of the gun. Rollins breathed in and out, air rushing into his lungs. Rick came to a stop, the tip of one 
trainer skidding along the floor before he brought it down and his breath was held and Phil saw his eyes widen 


One instant. Incomprehension held Rick in place, knowledge keeping Phil and Rollins in theirs. 
"Phil? What are you doing? Henry, what's he doing? What's going on?" 
"Kid." 


"Your friend's a bounty hunter," Rollins said. His reflection smiled into the back of Phil's head. "Forgot to 
mention that, didn't he?" He tossed the yellow folder at Rick. The boy fumbled for it. It slapped against the 
ground. "Go ahead and look through that. I'd show you myself, but your friend here's got me at gunpoint.” 


Rick picked up the folder. He seemed to be in a daze. He kept blinking—a steady motion, every two seconds-as 
he opened the folder and read through the papers inside. His lips moved, his eyes returning over and over to 
Phil's picture. His voice was barely audible at first. 


"But... but you said- Your father...” 
‘lm sorry, kid. | told you: You picked the wrong bloody ship to stow away on" 
"A-and Henry..2" 


Rollins was looking at Rick now. Phil couldn't read the expression on his face. Rick was breathing deeply, chest 
falling and rising. His hands were slowly balling into fists. His eyes were locked on Rollins's, something building 
between them. It hardened Rick's face and the line of his jaw and his eyes. 


Phil lowered his gun and backed away. 
"He's a Soul Eater," he said. 


Rick frowned, trying to comprehend. He stood still, no longer looking at Rollins. He looked out at nothing, his eyes 
strangely unfocused. Phil watched the muscles along his arms twitch, pull and contract, hands balling into fists. 
A ripple seemed to go through him, an electrical surge. Phil barely registered his own movements. One moment 
the world was still, the next his gun had somehow slipped into the waistband of his jeans and he was surging 
forward, Rick's weight crashing against his shoulders as the boy lunged toward Rollins. Phil's breath escaped 
with a grunt, feet wedged firmly against the floor as he struggled to pin down Rick's arms. 


The boy's face was almost unrecognisable. 


"YOU FUCKING LIAR!" He banged on Phil's shoulders, fighting to break free. Phil gritted his teeth and held him 
back, Rick's body thrashing beneath his. Rick pushed against Phil with his head, catching him along the chin. Phil 
tasted blood. "You said he gave you the ship! You said he died You killed him, didn't you?! YOU FUCKING KILLED 
HIM! YOU FUCKING LIAR!" 


"Kid, stop it. Stop if" 
"GET YOUR HANDS OFF ME! You fucking- LET GO" 
Phil drew back his arm and brought his fist down hard against Rick's jaw. 


The boy reeled back, hand rising reflexively to cradle his face. His eyes seethed, his lips drawn up over his 
teeth. Phil saw him prepare to lunge forward, fist raised. He dodged. Rick stumbled against the pilot's chair, 
caught himself, then turned. Phil focused on his body, on all the physical clues that would betray the kid's 


every move. He couldn't look at his eyes. There was too much hatred there. 


Phil held his arms out at his sides, loosening them, feeding off the adrenaline as it made its way along his 
veins. He could pin the kid down if he tried to rush at him again, maybe knock the wind out of him. Just a quick 
jab to the stomach. He would double over, go down, then Phil would pin him to the ground, hold him there till 


the rage was spent. 


Rollins was a peripheral presence. Out of the corner of his eye, Phil saw him bend down and pick up a sheaf of 


paper lying below the control board. He was reading through it. That bloody arsehole. 


"You fucking lied to me," Rick said He pressed his fingers against his jaw. "You fucking lied to me." His eyes 
were fixed on Phil, but Phil knew Rick couldn't even really see him. There was no one in the room for him but 


Rollins and himself. "You fucking arsehole. You lied to me." 
"People lie," Rollins said. "Your friend lied. And it looks as if somebody lied to him." 


He lifted the paper he had been reading, holding it out for Rick to see. Rick took it, keeping it at arms length as 
he read through it. His eyes darted back and forth, reading and re-reading. Phil could see the anger fade, 
beaten down, replaced by the paralysis of realization He was a child, then, caught by his parents, the colour 
draining from his face. Phil almost felt sorry for him. 


"You're not a very good liar, kid," he said. "See, you need to choose your lies more carefully. Make them small, 
simple. But you're too young. You're still under the impression that you're anonymous, that no one could 
possibly track you down" 


Rick dropped down on the pilots chair, his throat working furiously as he swallowed. 


"Everything you do, kiddo, can be tracked down. Every little thing leaves a trail, an imprint: Paper trails, digital 


trails; Birth certificates, communions, school records, weddings, funerals. Tests. Numbers and letters and all 


sorts of shite that made finding you a few minutes’ work" 

"When did you find out..?" 

"Hours ago, out on the hull. You couldn't even remember your own lie. Your parents, Rick. Your dead parents." 
"But that's not important. You-" 

"don't care either way. Your parents are looking for you. They've even posted a reward." 


Rollins whistled. "Well ain't you a lucky motherfucker? You get to collect on me and the kid. Jesus, man, how 


much money do you need?" 

Phil pulled out his gun, the red target beam hovering between Rollins's eyes. "You shut the fuck up." 

"Dunno why you keep waving that little gun at me. You'd be dead by now if my aim had been to kill you." 

"| said shut the fuck up" 

He came around behind Rollins and pressed the gun against his back. For a moment, his eyes met Rick's. They 
were so dilated, they looked black. Old There was a plea in them, something small and useless. Despair. Phil 
looked away. He prodded Rollins forward. 

"Keep your hands where | can see them, or | will shoot." 

"Not in front of the boy." 

Rick was still looking at him. His eyes were calm now, dark. He was no longer the kid who had stowed away on 
his ship. His face was familiar, yet completely alien. He was a stranger. Just some kid who had made a stupid 
mistake. Phil could feel the way Rick was already beginning to cast him off, to rip away the hours that had 
held them together. One by one. Phil was a bounty hunter. Phil was holding a gun against Rollins's back Against 


Henry's back. Phil had punched him. Phil was no longer a part of his life. 


The boy, Phil knew, had chosen to believe in Rollins. 


Chapter Ten 


Rick pinched a cigarette between his teeth. He rummaged inside his khaki duffel bag and pulled out a lighter. It 
was a cheap thing, plastic, coloured neon green. He had bought it at the docking strip in Callisto. The first thing 
he had bought after he had climbed down his bedroom window and called out to Mum that he was going for a 
walk. He flicked his thumb and a flame leapt out. As he puffed the cigarette to life, he could feel Phil's eyes on 


him. Narrowed. Disapproving. He wondered if Phil even liked him anymore. 
He exhaled. 


"Hey, you know everything about me now, right? I'm eighteen. 'm more than free to smoke however many of 
these as | fucking want to." Phil said nothing, just looked at him, a small crease between his eyebrows. Rick 
leaned back against the control board and flicked away ash. "So, you're taking me back to Callisto? Gonna hand 


me over to the Jupiter Sector Police, | reckon" 
"No. I'm taking you back to your parents." 
"For the reward money?" 


No answer came. Phil leaned forward and raised his hand. For one tense moment, Rick thought he meant to 
snatch his cigarette away. Instead, he brushed the ashes off from where they had fallen on the co-pilot's 


chair. 


"What are you going to do with Henry?" Rick said. Phil was silent about that as well. Rick took a quick drag and 

folded his left arm over his stomach. His right elbow dug into his skin, knuckles against his lips as smoke curled 
up toward the ceiling. He should just shut up, but he couldn't. Something kept pushing words out of his mouth. 

"So, the cargo-it's the bounty, innit? Is it alive or dead?" 


Bloody hell. Why did he keep asking stupid questions? He inhaled, gazing at a small burn mark along the cockpits 
left wall. His eyes slid along the length of the wall, coming to rest on a photograph taped above the propane 
stove: Three men, Phil in the middle. 

"Get some sleep," Phil said. 

Rick felt something hollow out in his stomach. It was an odd sensation. It pushed him forward, one hand 
shooting out to grasp the armrest of the pilot's chair. His fingers closed around it. Metal. Phil's eyes were 
locked on his, his mind working furiously behind them. His mouth opened, "Kid," but the momentum had already 
taken over. A half-formed plan crystallized, simple, effective. 


‘lm sorry, Phil." 


He felt the metal of the armrest push against his palm, and he pushed back, violently. It doubled back, rose, 


folded over Phil's wrist. Realization flooded Phil's face. He struggled, his free arm rising. Rick slammed it down. 
The cigarette struck the ground, burning itself out as Rick folded the second armrest just below Phil's elbow. 
He pushed at the metal harder, creating a second and third fold. Phil threw his body left and right, teeth 
gritted. Spit struck Rick's cheek as Phil grunted, eyes bright, hard. Cold survival. Phil threw his head back, then 
brought it forward. 


Rick cried out. The world crumpled and rushed into white, then black as he pressed his hands to his nose. Pain 
throbbed out across his face, blood gushing out onto his palms. He staggered back, eyes shut and teeth 
gritted. He had to take a deep breath. Deep breaths, Rick. Come on. He can't move. You've pinned him down. 
Deep breaths. After a while, the reeling aftermath of the blow faded away. Rick lowered his hands and glared 
at Phil. 


‘I'm gonna talk to Henry now." 
"Don't do this. Come on, lad. Don't bloody do this." 


Rick snatched up his duffel bag. Phil's eyes followed him as he backed away, stumbling over a stack of 
magazines, reaching out to steady himself against the cockpit door jamb. Phil's eyes were light blue. They 
looked almost unreal, as if they'd been painted in, lit from behind. There was disbelief there and rage and the 
impotency of rage. He jerked once, torso heaving, unable to pull himself free. He was just a stranger, a man 
tied to a chair. Rick felt sick. He stepped back into the hall and fumbled for the door lock His palm struck the 
number pad and a jumble of images and emotions surged into his brain. A numerical sequence snapped out and 
he punched it in. 


The door slid closed. 


His pants reached his ears, magnified by the hall. They rasped against his throat, easing down his heartbeat 
until he was just breathing through his mouth. 


Phil would be all right. Rick only wanted to talk to Henry. He would set Phil loose the minute he was done. He 
just needed to talk to Henry. 


He made his way down the hall, one hand pressed to the wall. He couldn't tell if he was listening or looking. He 
was waiting for something. Any sign. Anything. He stopped. 


There. Just beyond the hall, to the left. 


Amusement flooded into his mind. "There you are. It's a good thing both of our emotions are running so high. 
We could pick each other out from separate galaxies away at the rate our thoughts are pumping out. Take a 
left there. You'll see a grey door—more peeling paint-No. 19. Can you pick out the code? | don't think your friend 


uses this room very often. It smells too fucking clean" 


Rick stopped in front of the door. His mind was empty, Henry's words echoing inside a void. He took a deep 


breath, feeling the words. They still sounded the same. Warm, comfortably dark in the back of his head. He 
reached into his duffel bag and pulled out a cigarette and the lighter. Smoke billowed out as he punched out 
the code. Phil's anger tingled below his palms, echoing out across the metal. 


Henry looked up as the door hissed open His face, his body, the entire room was dyed a silvery, ghostly blue. 
It glinted off the bars of Henry's cell; 003, a square box with nothing but a hard pallet and a chromium urinal. 


Henry grinned, looking around him. 


"Pretty fancy digs, huh? I've seen quite a few cells in my life. Oh, yeah. These, | gotta say, are top notch." He 
sniffed at the air. "Smell that? Fresh fucking chlorine. No one's pissed in here for years, but the guy still keeps 
it minty fresh." 


Rick let his back thud against the closed door. He filled his lungs with nicotine and gazed at Henry. 
"Why?" 


"Which why do you have in mind? Why did | lie? Why did Phil arrest me? Why did | kill that old man from 
Pluto? Why am | the way | am? Take your pick" He leaned back, crossing his legs at the ankles, shoulder blades 
against the wall. His neck arched forward, blue making its way down his jaw. "Or do you want all of them 


answered?" 
Rick nodded. 


A heavy sigh echoed out. Henry linked his fingers over his stomach. He rubbed his thumb over the fabric of 
his grey T-shirt. It was filthy-Rick could see that now-stained with sweat and oil and dust. Henry's thumb 


came to a stop just below his ribcage. 


"If you think about it, | never lied. | never actually said how that old man died. | simply said he died The same 
goes for the Indian. | never even mentioned he died, did |? So | didn't actually lie. The truth was always there. It 
simply went by unspoken" He uncrossed his legs, boots thudding out as he leaned forward. “Bullshit, right? | lied 


for the obvious reason: How long would you have hung around if | had a told you I'm a Soul Eater?" 
"| don't even know what that means." 


Henry grunted. "No? Figure that. | could've lied about that too, made it out so the gruesome details went by 
unspoken as well." He rubbed his palms together, pressing them against his lips. "I'm not all that surprised that 
you don't know what a Soul Eater is. There's not all that many. Frankly, | give a fuck about any others that 
might exist. See, they, we, are a genetic mutation of sorts. Not exactly wild about that theory myself, but 
what can you do? They haven't figured out what made me the way | am. Typical, really, coming from the race 
that's spread out all the way to the fucking Andromeda Galaxy, yet still has to publish important findings on 
the differences between men and women. Some things simply elude those scientific motherfuckers, as l'm sure 


you can appreciate." 


"But what" 


‘lm getting there." He hesitated, hunching forward, palms rubbing together as they hung between his legs. He 
spoke at length. "It's pretty straightforward. The title says it all: | eat souls. Suck ‘em right up through my 
mouth and my nose and into my blood stream. That's the easy part. What you want to know is why | eat 
souls." He looked up, eyes liquid black and clear. Rick wanted to believe there were going to be no lies this time. 
His cigarette hovered over his mouth, forgotten, as Henry pulled air in through his nose and said, "Regular 
food doesn't seem to cut it for me. Never has. When | was five, | spent months in a hospital, constantly hooked 
to an IV, getting weaker every day. The doctors couldn't explain it. My parents had already as good as buried 
me. And then.. Then the kid in the bed next to mine died. Gave a little shudder and off he went and something 
hovered around me for a while. It smelled odd, more like the aftermath of a smell than anything real. | 
panicked, of course, told myself not to breathe it in. So you can guess what | actually did" He clapped his hands 
together, one shooting out straight forward, jabbing at the air. "Zip and away it went down my nostrils and 
suddenly," he took a deep gulp of air, "I could fucking breathe freely and | felt stronger than | had in months. 


By the sixth time it happened, | was pronounced cured and sent home." 


A cold dread had begun to work its way up Rick's stomach. He pulled hastily on his cigarette, not tasting it. 
"You killed- You killed children?" 


Henry's voice took on a hard edge. "No. Every one of those kids died naturally. Fuck. | don't eat children's souls." 


Rick slid down the closed door. His feet refused to hold him up any longer. His cigarette had all but burned out. 
He searched for a second one. His hand trembled over the lighter, and he cursed himself. He didn't know 
whether he was relieved or scared or what. He took a deep, long drag, holding the nicotine in his lungs, before 
he looked at Henry. Rick's head thudded against the wall, his knees drawn up. Through a cloud of twisting 
smoke, everything seemed unreal. His hands were blue. Blue trickled down over everything. The world was 
shrinking into blue and shadows. He rubbed at his face. Dry blood flaked off his upper lip, dark brown and 
brittle. 


If you can't eat souls, you die?" 
"Yes." Then, as he knocked dirt off his boots, "It's a fucked up world, kind sir." 


But you didn't have to kill them. You could just hang around hospitals and retirement homes and accident sites 
and eat souls from there. People die off naturally and you just snatch up their souls. Right? There was a cold, 
desperate truth in that. Rick knew. But he also knew, without understanding how, that eating those souls was 
the equivalent of eating old, stale food. He closed his eyes, pushing away thoughts of death and dead children 
and did it hurt when the soul was ripped out? 


They sat in silence. Henry's pallet creaked once as he stretched himself out on it. Rick watched him, following 
the thin, silvery outline that formed between Henry's profile and the wall behind him. His feet dangled off one 
end of the pallet, arm bent to serve as a pillow. The tattoos shifted and stretched along his skin: The black and 


yellow snake, the row of black rectangles, a skull. 


"So the tattoos are...°" 
"Commemorative ink. That's still true." 
"Why did Phil arrest you?" 


Blue pooled around Henry's fingernails as he drew a hand down his face. He pinched his lips. His hand dropped 
over his stomach, his voice measured, emotion carefully filtered out. The sound of it was almost hypnotizing. 


Rick took a drag on his cigarette. 

"Four years ago," Henry said, "| was out on Earth. | had made my way there with a youth group. Charity work. 
Visited a lot of poor, hungry, dying people. By the second week, | was so fucking tired of the taste of old age. 
Thin, papery souls, stretched to the breaking point. It's all energy, you see, and while indestructible, it still 
spreads. Out it goes, into sound and heat and that smoke you keep pulling into your lungs." 

Rick took a second drag. 

"| drifted away from the group for a while, hungry as fuck. Then | saw this ship. This very ship. Looked like 
shit back then, too. The idiot owner had left the hatch open So | climb down, and there's this blond. Sickly 
looking fellow, but young. | give him some bullshit about collecting money to get back home. Decent fellow, that 
blond. He actually gives me money, even with me looking as if I'm some hate spewing White Power Revivalist. 
Fuck he knows who | am, right?" 

"You kil- You ate his soul?" 

"In less than one minute." 


"Shit." 


Rick's head dropped down on his knee. He coughed, smoke rising up to choke him as the cigarette was crushed 
between his thighs. Phil. The men in the photograph. A blond. He looked no older than Rick. He gulped in air and 
straightened. He yanked open his duffel bag and fished out a third cigarette. 

Phil. Oh, shit. Phil. 


The lighter's flame blinded him in the semi-darkness, leaping out once before it died and thick grey smoke took 


its place. 
"You really shouldn't smoke so many of those." 


"Fuck you." 


"Well if you drop dead from that habit of yours, you know what l'm going to do." 

"Were you going to do it anyway?" 

Henry was looking at him. Blue didn't seem to reach his eyes. They stood out, stark black They shifted, and 
Rick could almost see borrowed energy roiling behind them, folding and making its way down the veins along 
Henry's temples. Henry was smiling. It was an odd smile, distant and personal, a private reasoning Rick couldn't 
understand. The smile widened. 

"No." 

"Why should | believe you?" 

"Because if | had meant to do it, you'd already be dead. It's as simple as that." 

It was. It could be. Rick's hand dangled between his knees, cigarette ash dropping to his feet, unnoticed. Henry 
was bathed in blue, blue shadows beneath the pallet, blue snaking out across the ground, the bars an uneven 
pattern of black and ghostly grey as they came up to the tips of his shoes and broke and clambered over his 
trainers. 

He had talked to Henry. He knew the truth now. 

Maybe. 

He needed to know the truth. He needed to know what to do, where to go. Phil was in the cockpit, pinned to his 
pilot's chair. Henry was bathed in blue. He was looking at Rick, one smooth line leading from the tip of his bent 
elbow down his jaw down his ribs down his hips down to his thighs and his legs lost in blue shadows. 


Cigarette smoke trailed out between them. 


Rick's mind was already made up. 


Chapter Eleven 
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Phil's elbow was beginning to hurt. Pain throbbed along his arm, where the metal pressed into his veins. His 


fingers felt numb. He flexed them, his eyes on the communications port. 


Maybe Sav would call. Maybe the kid would come back. Maybe. Maybe. The word repeated and crashed into 


itself until it sounded like a mantra. It was already a swear word. 

But there was no point in doing anything else. He could only toss his chest forward and sideways, the pilots 
chair rocking from side to side. He had tried reaching out a foot for the communications port; the keyboard 
had clattered to the floor with an aborted, electronic gurgle. Then it was silent. The screen remained black. 

"Come on, Sav, check in on me. Check in on the cargo. Come on, mate." 

He wanted so badly to call Joe. 

"Listen Joe, I'm in a bit of a rough spot. Moulded to my own ruddy pilot's chair, wouldn't you know. Are you 
anywhere near the Phineas Nebula? What's that? Most people don't go near it? A distress signal would be 


useless? Aye, well, ta anyway. Send my love to the other guys, right?" 


He hung his head. The hum of the control board was the only sound It settled over him like a blanket, lulling 


his senses. Nothingness rose to empty his mind, his eyelids dropping. 


"Fuck you, Rick Allen. You bastard” 


* eK 


Cold metal ran beneath Rick's palms, his fingers curling around the cell bars. Henry sat up in his pallet. He 
didn't look hopeful or surprised or even all that interested. He merely followed Rick's hands as they slid up and 
down the bars. It made Rick uncomfortable. He brought his hand up as far as it would go, then down. He 
frowned, tapping at the metal. The ring that came from it was solid, dull 


"Is there a problem?" Henry said. 


"Its too thick | can't mould it. | thought maybe | could-" 


"Forget about that" He had turned his face away, stretching out once more on the pallet. When he spoke again, 
his voice had an odd, resigned tone to it. "This is nothing | haven't gone through before. Your friend out there'll 
simply take me over to wherever he works out of, they'll toss me in another jail, and then he'll have to live 


with the fact that I'll be set free." 
Rick frowned. Henry's eyes flicked toward him, then away. 


| have nothing left they can trace. Collen there could have fingernail clippings from when | met his blond co- 
pilot, but they won't accomplish a fucking thing for him." He rubbed at his nose. "See, souls are energy, right? 
Every time | swallow one, it fucks up my own energy. | no longer register as myself. I'm a fucking blur in 
photographs. Sometimes | don't even show up. I'll be some fold in the corner, or a smudge of light people 


assume is their finger. Fucking interesting stuff. I've fallen apart at the molecular level, yet I'm still solid. It's-" 
"Enough." 


There were no more cigarettes. He had already smoked the last. He rolled the butt below his feet and ground 
it into the floor. Tiny sparks shot upwards, drifting down as blue that deepened into purple. He leaned back 
against the cell bars and exhaled. Loudly. The sound echoed around the room. 


"Henry..." 
| haven't said anything.” 


"| ran away from home," Rick said. He could barely hear himself. He doubted Henry could hear. It didn't matter. 
"I climbed down my bedroom window and | just walked down the sidewalk and Mum even waved goodbye. She 
thought | was going to the gas station or something, to buy cigarettes, | guess. | dunno. | had planned to run 
away weeks before, kept an eye out for a ship | could stowaway into. Phil's was perfect, because the tail hung 


so low to the ground. There was a loose screw near the back, and | slipped in through there.." 


He turned his head. A hot breath unfurled by his shoulder. Henry stood above him, one arm bent, his forehead 
resting against the back of his palm. Rick turned his face toward the room's door, a black shadow in between 
silvery blue walls. Beyond it was the hall, and beyond the hall the cockpit and Phil and the cold certainty of a 
ride in a Jupiter Sector Police squad ship and we found him, m'am and Mum's eyes and he couldn't bear to 


think of what he would see there. 
"| can't go back there." 
Henry shifted. "Hey." 


Rick came to face him. Henry's voice was hushed, even gentle. He reached out a hand and Rick felt something 


quicken. His blood, his heart, his pulse, he couldn't tell. Henry's palm was against his temple, rubbing a few 
stray curls between his thumb and index finger. Rick stood still. 


"You're still a kid," Henry said "You should go back home, forget about all this bullshit. You don't want any part 
of this, believe me. It's fucked up, Rick." 


The sound of his own name threw him. He had been kid and lad and kiddo and boy for so many hours. It seemed 
like days. He wasn't sure who Rick was. Rick was in Callisto, walking down a grey street, schoolbag slung over 
one shoulder and an adhesive bandage over his index finger from where he had sliced his flesh trying to fix a 


simple propeller engine. His eyes came to rest on the bandage now, blue grey against the cell bars. 
He was real, then. It was all true. He had run away. 

"tm not going back there." 

"Rick-" 


"You don't know what it's like. There's nothing there. I'm gonna grow up a factory worker, just like Daa, punching 
in every fucking day at eight in the morning and home by six and every single day it's the same thing, till | 
wind up married and my own kids stare out at me and they'll be factory workers and the whole fucking moon 


will only ever be some shadow on Jupiter, useless and stupid and fucked up and | won't go back there!" 


Fingertips pressed against his cheek, above the bruise along his jaw, large palm moulding itself against the bone. 
He winced, but didn't pull away. "I won't go back," he said, following Henry's eyes as they travelled over his 
injury. The pressure subsided by degrees as Henry turned Rick's chin to inspect the splotchy purple mark that 
ran down to his throat. 


Henry was so close Rick could feel his breath on his skin. It was doing something to his senses. He felt sleepy, 
as if his knees would buckle. Warmth was creeping up his legs, pulsing along his nerve ends. He shook his head, 
trying to pull back Henry's hand slid and tightened behind his head, above his neck. For one moment Rick 
wanted to struggle, to push Henry away, but his body acquiesced. His mind raced. What the fuck do you think 
you're doing? What the fuck do | think /m doing? He was leaning closer. 


"l'm not a kid," he said. "| can get you out of here. You could take me with you. | don't care if you dump me in 
the next space station, just take me with you." He swallowed. “Please. | can't go back. Phil is gonna take me back. 


But if | could go with you..” 


There was a moment, a strange sensation of movement while everything stood still, when Henry's face was 
above his, framed by the cell bars, eyes dark, reflecting nothing. The next, warmth was rushing down his 
throat, his breathing shallow, uncertain He couldn't tell if Henry had kissed him or if he had kissed Henry. His 
eyes drifted closed. Something rose in his chest, expelled as breath. It rose between his legs, his feet shifting 
over the floor, pushing him upward. The cell bars raced below the fabric of his jeans. They bit into his 
shoulders and his cheeks, cold and hard. It sent a thrill through him, his arm slipping in between the bars, 


bumping against Henry's thigh. He clawed at the fabric. 


A pressure built between his eyes. He could feel his own breath. It ran along his chest and out through his 
mouth, mingling with Henry's. The hand was still behind his neck, holding him in place. He tried to turn his head, 
looking for precious air. Henry followed his every move, lips pressing against his, teeth scrapping along sensitive 
skin, his lungs labouring, breaths building and building until he was panting, fingers curling into the fabric over 
Henry's thigh. And still he couldn't break free. Breath roiled into breath, crashing against his temples and 
spreading warm fingers down his chest. He could feel his nipples harden, rubbing against his T-shirt, against 
the bars. Henry's tongue ran below his upper lip, wet heat over dry skin. 


He gasped. 


Henry placed his hands below his elbows and guided his arms above his head and toward the bars. Rick grasped 
onto them, pushing forward, his lips moving as Henry's tongue lapped down his neck. Heat faded into a warm 
tingle, the air cooling his skin as it dried. Henry pressed his tongue against Rick's collarbone, and then the sharp 
press of teeth. Rick shuddered. Cool fingers dipped beneath his shirt, rising up along his sides, rubbing against 
his ribs. Henry pressed his palms against Rick's nipples, rolling them below the skin of his hands. Rick's head 
lolled back, hands gripping harder at the bars. 


He tried to speak Instead, he drew in a sharp breath. 


Henry's hand slid up between his thighs, one finger rubbing back and forth over the seam of his jeans, tracing 
out his hard-on It pulsed upward, along his stomach, creating a rhythm. Rick pushed his hips forward. One 
hand slipped off the bars. Henry caught it and placed it back, gently. Rick's fingers curled around the bar, 
knuckles straining beneath the skin Henry was rubbing his palm over the bulge in his pants, up and down, 
building speed. Rick tossed his head, groaning. The bars bit into his thighs. 


"Have you ever had your cock sucked?" 


Rick's eyes flew open. Blue flooded into his eyesight, blurring the corners of the room. He was panting. He could 
feel it now, clearly. His chest rose and fell in sharp motions, his breath rasping in his throat. His arms were 
stiff, muscles straining as he held onto the bars. He released them. The room came into focus piece by piece. 
Blue. Blue wall. Blue floors. Cell bars. Pallet. Silver urinal. Blue lying over flesh, over the curve of a shoulder. 


Henry looking down at him. 

"l-I never-" 

Henry shook his head once, placed a thumb against Rick's lips. He coasted across the skin once, twice, and then 
smiled. "It's of no concern, really." Henry held his eyes. His hand moved down the flat plane of Rick's chest, 


across ribs and came to rest curved over Rick's hip. "Do you want to?" 


His throat was dry. He struggled to form words. He could see one image, clearly, over and over: Henry standing 
by his ship's control board, leaning forward, curls against his neck, the line of his jaw. Rick traced it with his 


mind's eye. He traced it with his fingers now, the tips trailing over Henry's lower lip. 
"Yes." 


Taking his hand away from Rick's hip, Henry pulled it back carefully to reach through different bars. He undid 
the button of Rick's jeans, a flick and the snap of metal. He pulled down on the zipper and pushed open the 
flaps. Rick drew in a sharp breath, hands rising to grasp the bars. Reflex. He was afraid to make a sound. 
Henry dipped his hand inside Rick's jeans, reaching behind his hips, hands brushing along his buttocks, to push 
them down, his breath ruffling the hair at Rick's forehead The denim sagged down around Rick's knees, tough, 


thick fabric a rough caress over his skin 
Henry tipped up Rick's chin and bent down to kiss him. 
"Can you open the lock?" Words against Rick's lips. 


Rick nodded. He placed his right hand in Henry's and allowed him to guide it toward the lock. His fingers wrapped 
around it, his eyes closing. The world fell away, bit by bit, clattering down into precise shapes that fit and 
interlocked together. Twenty-five pieces, like a three-dimensional puzzle. Rick pushed all of the pieces back, 
prodding them sideways and up until he heard a hollow click and the upward snap of the lock's head. He slipped 
it out of its place and gripped it against his palm. It echoed as it dropped to the floor, a crude bang that made 
Rick flinch. 


The cell door barely made a sound. Rick stepped back as it swung forward, almost tripping as his jeans slid 
further down. Henry filled his vision, his face inches away, his arms rising, palms flat against his chest, driving 
him toward the wall. Rick's head thudded against the metal. Black. Liquid black. Rick's upper back slid along the 
wall, his shirt pushing up around his ribs. His knee was pressed against Henry's inner thigh. He rubbed it up and 
down, hands twisting into Henry's shirt to pull him closer. 


They kissed. 


The roiling warmth rose once more between his legs, insistent, pushing him forward. He grasped the waistband 
of his underwear and pulled down, not waiting for Henry. Their chests were pressed together, nipples pushing 
against fabric and pushing the fabric upward. Rick could almost count all of his own bones. Henry was muscle, 
hard, flesh. The planes of his body dipped and curved, blocking out the light, enveloping him. Henry overpowered 
him. His tongue wedged against Rick's lips, pushing his mouth open before slipping inside. Henry's hands closed 
over his wrists, raising them back against the wall, pinning him in place as their tongues pressed together. The 
large, solid flesh of Henry's thigh pushed between Rick's legs, and he angled up as the boy pressed down. 


Rick tossed his head. 


Henry's breath was against his ear. Low, deep. He was panting. Rick felt himself respond, his hip finding the 
hollow that dipped down into Henry's thighs. Rick's cock slipped between his legs, fabric racing over the skin 
The thrill of it made Rick gasp. Henry's hands were on his shoulders, kneading the skin, keeping him close. Rick's 


hand searched out Henry's hard-on, stroking slowly, fingers toying over the place where the head was 
straining. He squeezed, once, then snapped open the jeans’ buttons. He gathered hot sweat below his palm as he 
pushed aside Henry's underwear and drew out his cock It throbbed beneath his fingers, hardening. For a 
moment, Rick wasn't sure what he should do. His mind seemed to be on overdrive, his body responding to 
commands he couldn't hear. Henry's body was pressed against his. Henry's cock was in his hand. He brought his 
lips close to Henry's neck and exhaled. Henry shivered, his forehead pressed against Rick's shoulder. 


He went down on his knees slowly, hands spreading Rick's thighs as far as the tangled jeans would allow. He 
looked up at Rick, meeting his eyes. 


"Put your hands behind your back" 


Rick moved to follow the quiet instruction. Henry reached between Rick's legs; fingertips coaxing his arse away 
from the wall and reaching further up to grip both of Rick's wrists in one large hand. Rick pressed his palms 
against the wall, breath caught in his throat, watching as Henry brought his mouth close to the tip of his cock 
and placed his right hand high on the inside of Rick's thigh, pressing outward. A warm breath ran up his length. 
It gave way to heat as Henry licked the tip, once, rubbing his lower lip over it, coated with saliva. Rick moaned. 
He felt himself slip, but Henry increased the pressure on his wrists, holding him up. He leaned forward and took 
the tip of Rick's cock between his lips, his tongue pressed against the underside. He began to move, neck 
bending slowly forward and backward, taking more of Rick's cock into his mouth. Slowly. 


Rick gazed at him through a curtain of hair. Pressure was beginning to build, Rick's thoughts spinning faster, 
stumbling into one another. Henry's mouth was wet and hot. It slid over his cock, over and over, building speed 
and adding pressure. Rick's hips rose and fell, pushing more of his body into Henry's mouth, wrists straining 
against Henry's grip, lower back pressing and pushing away from the wall. Rick could feel his senses growing 
sharper, running over every skin cell. They rubbed against his shirt, his stomach and the hard skin over his 
ripples and the soft flesh between his thighs and his throat, his head lolling as his body fell into a rhythm. 


Faster. Faster. 


Henry took his entire length into his mouth, tongue running over his shaft as he sucked, Rick's hips rising, back 
pushing away from the wall as it arched. He could almost taste release. Almost. It built up along his spine, in 
and out of Henry's mouth, slipping in saliva and the sweat he could feel gathering below his ribs and along his 
lower back. It pooled around his wrists and Henry's fingers, trailing down his stomach and his pubic hair toward 
the base of his cock. He thrust harder, gritting his teeth. Henry's grip tightened around his wrists, pushing 
them back into the wall, as if he would crush the bone. Pain raced up Rick's arms, coming to rest between his 


eyes. He groaned. 
"Fuck... fuck..." 


He gritted his teeth, pushing out shallow breaths between them. Henry's teeth scrapped over his cock, tongue 
pressing against flesh as his throat contracted and Rick felt something snap, something dark that rose to flood 
his veins. He cried out, moaning as his hips bucked violently, his teeth gritted as he felt himself shudder, a 
surge that rushed up from his feet and his thighs and out the length of his cock. He cried out again, a 


strangled groan that was lost as he came into Henry's mouth and he could feel Henry swallowing. 

Rick threw back his head, straining against Henry's grasp as his hips rose, his back arching, his mouth gasping 
for breath. Everything was falling away, replaced by a growing taste in his mouth. Sharp, tangy. Bitter. His 
throat worked, swallowing. He struggled to free his hands, but couldn't. He could feel Henry below him. He could 
feel himself, thrashing against the wall. 

A cry rang out, something ripped from his throat as he pulled back, breaking the connection 


The world splintered, blue and black and white and meaningless. 


Above him, he could see darkness reflected in Henry's eyes. They cradled him to them, arms wrapping around 
his back. Rick fought to keep away, moaning. He heard himself whimper. 


"No... 


The world was falling away, piece by piece. Rick wanted so badly to hold it together. His mind called out, once, 
the echo of a sound, before it faded and the last piece fell away. 


* * * 


Sound returned first. 


A hum, rising up along his temples. A machine. A ship's control board. Rick allowed it to settle over his 
consciousness, drowsy, still struggling to open his eyes. When he did, there was nothing but red in front of him. 
A thick cloud that lapped at the ship's windows, breaking into wisps of smoke. Orange and yellow crawled toward 
his eyes and solidified. An interior. A cockpit. Dyed dirty brown, 


The Phineas Nebula. They must still be inside the Phineas Nebula. 


Rick tried to shift. His left shoulder was sore, a numb pain trailing down his arm. He cradled it against his 
stomach, clenching and unclenching his fingers into a fist. He rubbed his eyes. He wondered how long he had 


been asleep. He wondered what- 
He started awake with a strangled gasp. 


He was inside Phil's ship, on the co-pilot's chair. He sat up, looking around him, eyes darting from left to right. 
Henry. Where was Henry? He pushed himself up from the chair. He meant to rush toward the back, words 
forming in his mind-Where are you?-but he found he couldn't move. Something hollow began to build in his 


stomach, rising into his mouth. 


Phil sat on the pilot's chair, metal folded above one elbow and around one wrist. His eyes stared forward. 
Empty, faded almost to white. His mouth hung open, a wet path of saliva trickling down his chin. A bubble of 
blood was just visible within his mouth, a thin trail of piss between his legs. 


Rick sat down. 

A note had been pinned to Phil's jeans, a toothpick perforating paper and slipped within the jeans‘ button hole. 
"Sucker." 

Large, printed letters. White space followed, words scrawled out below it. 


‘Ive left you enough fuel to make it out of the Phineas Nebula. l'm sure you'll be able to pilot the ship. You'll 
know how. Once you've cleared Phineas, you'll come to an asteroid, a refuelling station. Get what you need, and 
then go on your way." Henry's signature was a lopsided scratch. A postscript had been hastily written out: "Oh, 
by the way, | took the liberty of jettisoning your friend's bounty cargo. Nasty shit, that. But | figured you'd 
like to say goodbye to your friend" 


Rick read the note two more times, until the words made no sense. 


He took a deep breath. He needed a shower. He took a second breath. He had to jettison Phil's body. He took a 
third and fourth breath. He could use an escape pod. There were two in the back, by his old sleeping quarters. 


The featureless faces of Phil's family and friends, the man in the photograph, perhaps a wife and children, 
flashed through Rick's mind. Strangers. Millions of miles distant and nothing to him. Phil would be a rotting 
corpse inside the escape pod by the time any of them knew what had happened. What Rick had done. 
What Henry had done. 


The thought was curiously empty. Numb. It was a hollow space in his chest and the realization that his jeans 
were still undone and that semen still clung, wet and sticky, to his penis and his pubic hair. Rick sat on the co- 
pilot's chair, his eyes focused on nothing. He just had to breathe deeply. 

He needed a shower. 


He needed to jettison Phil's body. 


His hand came to rest over the control board, knowledge stirring beneath his palm, the echoes of Phil's 
constant repetition of the same procedures. Over and over. Rick could fly the ship. He would just have to 


jettison Phil's body. 


Reach the refuelling station 


Buy a pack of cigarettes. 
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